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Is this the Beginning of the 
End for the British State?

Much can be said about the results of the general election. 
We will concentrate on the continued existence of the 
British state. It is being said by most pundits that Labour 
lost because they forsook the legacy of Blair and abandoned 
the centre ground. This is strange reasoning. The legacy of 
Blair lost Scotland to Labour and large swathes of the core 
electorate to UKIP in England. The Liberals were virtually 
annihilated – hardly an endorsement for occupation of the 
centre ground. 

Labour allowed the Tories to paint them as economically 
incompetent. Like the Liberals, they sat in roughly the 
same place as the Tories on austerity. And it failed to 
develop a relationship based on social partnership with 
the trade unions who are just beginning to re-evaluate 
their role in British society. The damage done by Blair and 
Brown could not be completely undone, but it might have 
been mitigated. The likelihood now is that Labour will 
revert to Blairism, to become a purely formal Tweedledee 
to the Tory Tweedledum and playing permanent second 
fiddle to the Tories as well.

The British state may not survive the next five years. 
Scotland has already exited the British party political 
system. Since the party system is the foundation of the 
constitution, this has to be seen as an important preliminary 
to leaving the British state. In effect, Scotland is now in a 
half-way house between the UK and independence. 

English politicians have made it plain that there is no place 
for Scottish aspirations within the UK and the likelihood 
is that the Scottish electorate will take them at their word 
within the next few years. Cameron’s move to reduce 
Scottish MPs to second class status will alienate the 
Scots. The general tendency of English politics of mean-

spiritedness towards immigrants, the unemployed and 
those on low wages will accelerate this trend. Not only 
will the continuation of austerity policies and creeping 
privatisation in England and Wales continue to antagonise 
the Scots, but the developing assault on the EU and its 
institutions will do so as well.

Within months we will see the opening of a referendum 
campaign on Britain’s EU membership. The objective of 
the Tories, as opposed to their more extreme Europhobe 
MPs, will be to further emasculate the EU and to break up 
the Eurozone. This has been the Britain’s objective since 
the founding of the EU, with a partial break in the policy 
in the Heath and Wilson eras. It is difficult to have much 
faith in the resolve of EU political leaders to resist this 
assault but at least Juncker, the current EU President, much 
hated by the Tories, is aware of the danger and is prepared 
to resist it. The best result for the Tories of negotiations 
within the EU will be a ‘stay in’ recommendation based 
on an agreement to weaken EU treaties and to block on 
further Eurozone integration. This is quite possible given 
the absurd deference to Britain that prevails amongst most 
EU governments. 

The danger for the Tories is a twin process of treaty 
negotiation which places Britain in a looser association 
with the EU while at the same time consolidating the 
Eurozone. A third possibility, which also represents a 
danger to Cameron, is that the EU heads of government 
do nothing more than agree to cosmetic changes to 
some policies and no treaty change. This is a danger to 
Cameron because it will enrage some of his MPs and 
destabilise a government which is already less secure than 
its predecessor, with a majority of only 12 and plenty of 
scope for dissidents to wreak havoc. UKIP will get legs 
in the referendum campaign and  although ‘Brexit’ is 
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unlikely, the bile and anti EU rhetoric 
will have a long lasting effect on the 
Union and it won’t be a good one.

We now have a government committed 
to the turmoil of a long referendum 
campaign, first with Europe and then 
within Britain, with a further Scottish 
referendum. This project will rapidly 
become an obsession consuming 
much of the attention of British 
politicians. This will further weaken 
the British state. If the Tories succeed 
in getting a compromise arrangement 
with Europe, it is possible that the 
Scots will be at least temporarily 
neutralised. Brexit will lead to their 
insisting that Scotland has an interest 
in staying within the EU and that 
England and Wales are damaging that 
interest. They will be able to say, quite 
rightly, that England is moving away 
from them and there will be a strong 
moral as well as practical legitimacy 
in any call for a fresh referendum on 
whether Scotland remains part of the 
UK. This time the result is likely to 
be a Scottish exit.

British party politics tends to be 
tactical. Each party seeks a temporary 
advantage over the other without too 
much concern for the long term well-
being of the country. The general 
election was no exception to this 
pattern except in Scotland, where the 
SNP is in the course of developing 
an idea about a new state, more close 
in spirit to northern Europe, where 
social welfare and social partnership 
in the running of the economy are 
more congenial. In these countries, 
Christian Democrats are well to the 
left of the British Labour Party. An 
influx of Labour party members into 
the SNP will tend to consolidate it as 
a social democratic nationalist party. 

It is hard to see where Labour goes 
from here. It cannot fight one kind 
of battle in Scotland and another in 
England and it is unlikely to fight the 
battle in England that will enable it to 
revive in Scotland. The likelihood is 
that it will have to reconstitute itself 
as the second liberal party of England, 
hoping that the need for Tweedledee 
in a two party system will lead to an 
eventual revival. In the meantime 
it will  have lost Scotland forever. 

It is a kind of established wisdom 
amongst the media commentators 
that England will not stand for any 
form of social democracy. The effect 
of this is that they are writing off the 
Scots as part of the UK. 

At one point last year, Ed Milliband 
spoke of One Nation Labour.  But that 
was but a slogan of the moment.  It 
was not filled out.  The Labour Party 
did not even try out social democracy 
on the English electorate, so we are 
not in a position to assess that claim. 
The need for good jobs and a more 
productive economy, something that 
could be achieved in partnership with 
the unions and some employers, was 
never put on the table. The Labour 
Party is criticised for not recognising 
the role of wealth creation. Here 
was a chance to put some proposals 
on the table that would have an 
appeal outside London which could 
appeal to workers. The benefits 
of industrial democracy, selective 
investment in productive sectors, 
enhanced vocational education and 
encouragement to employers to 
move up the value chain could all 
have been part of such a package. 

Labour’s social and redistributive 
agenda was equally feeble and the 
commitment to ending the creeping 
privatisation of the NHS and 
education wavered between the half-
hearted and the non-existent. 

Perhaps the press is right and 
England won’t tolerate either social 
or Christian democracy based on 
social partnership – it is now unlikely 
whether we will ever find out, since 
there is no party in England and 
Wales that will ever be likely to put 
the issue to the test.

English politicians have made 
it plain that there is no place for 
Scottish aspirations within the UK 
and the likelihood is that the Scottish 
electorate will take them at their 
word within the next few years. The 
best that can come out of this is that 
England’s capacity to make mischief 
in the world will be diminished. But 
that will be small consolation to those 
without a job or in a bad and insecure 
job. The next few years are likely to 
politically turbulent.
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Parliament And World War One
by Dick Barry

Military Service (No.2) Bill. First Reading.
The House of Commons returned 

to the subject of compulsory military 
service on 5 January 1916 with the 
introduction of the Military Service 
(No.2) Bill moved by Prime Minister 
Asquith.  Labour’s J.H. (Jimmy) Tho-
mas once again spoke against compul-
sion.  And once again he raised the issue 
of how it would affect the workplace 
and the conditions therein. A short 
biography of Jimmy Thomas appeared 
in the December/January 2015 La-
bour Affairs. However, immediately 
before Thomas spoke, Conservative 
Backbencher Sir A. Griffith-Boscawen 
made the following comments.

Sir A. Griffith-Boscawen:
I am referring to what the Prime 

Minister said. I have not seen the 
terms of the Bill any more than the 
hon. Member, but I heard a description 
of the measures given by the Prime 
Minister, and I give credence to what 
he said. This Bill is really in the na-
ture of a very modest measure, and I 
cannot understand how any patriotic 
Englishman, who really wishes that the 
War shall be brought to a successful 
conclusion, can refuse to vote for its 
First Reading. That is the sole test. Do 
you want to win the War, or do you 
not? It is no good whatever talking 
about liberties, our freedom, our vol-
untary system, if you are going to be 
defeated by Germany, which will rivet 
on you every sort of compulsion, and 
compulsion far greater than anything 
contemplated by any Minister in this 
House. If we care to win the War and 
to find the men necessary, compul-
sion of some sort or kind is necessary. 
The only criticism I can make of the 
Bill is this, that it ought to have been 
brought in a long time ago, in which 
case we should not find ourselves in 
the difficulty of recruiting as we do 
at present.

Mr Thomas:
I readily agree that the issue we 

are faced with today is not an issue 
that ought to be faced in any light or 
frivolous spirit. I realise that there are 

men on both sides of the House who 
take  opposite views on this question, 
but who are actuated by the highest 
and best of motives. I resent to the 
full the suggestion that has already 
been made, that those who are likely 
to oppose the Bill are not in favour of 
winning the War. Not only are they 
in favour of winning the War, but 
they genuinely and sincerely believe 
that the course they adopt is the best 
course in the interests of winning the 
War. Therefore, I do not think it will 
help matters to hurl charges of that 
kind, unless any Member has proof that 
those who are opposing any change in 
the present method of recruiting have 
not done all they possibly could to 
make the voluntary system a success. 
In other words, I do not take my stand 
with those who have done nothing 
for recruiting. I take my stand on the 
grounds that I have done the best I 
could to make the voluntary system a 
success. Therefore we start, or at least 
I hope so, on the assumption that we 
all realise the grave issue involved, 
and that we are all anxious to bring 
it to a successful conclusion. The last 
speaker clearly indicated the difficulty 
that many Members feel. He said we 
want a million men, and that we are 
going by this means to obtain a million 
men, and he wound up his speech by 
saying that his one objection to the Bill 
was that it did not go far enough. 

Sir A. Griffith-Boscawen:
I said that it ought to have been 

brought in long before.
Mr Thomas:
Let us examine the position. Did the 

Prime Minister in his speech today 
indicate that there was any military 
value in this Bill? The exemptions were 
in my opinion necessary exemptions, 

and when those exemptions are taken 
advantage of, and when the tribunals 
are called upon to consider what is left, 
there is no military value gained, but 
you have Conscription on the Statute 
Book of this country. I do beg the 
House to realise, whatever Ministers 
may say, that there is a deep-rooted 
suspicion in the minds of the work-
ers of this country, that this position 
has been forced on the Government 
today, not with a view of winning the 
War, and not because of any military 
value, but because a certain section of 
the Press---(HON. MEMBERS: “Oh, 
oh!”) I make it a point not to interrupt 
others, and anyone will have the right 
to reply to me, and I am going to state 
my case in my own way. 

What was the first announcement? 
Last Tuesday morning, in the midst of 
the festive season we were informed 
that the Minister of Munitions had 
threatened his resignation unless 
conscription was forced. That was the 
announcement in the “Times.” The 
next day the placard had these words: 
“Conscription Nearer,” and the next 
day: “Conscription Now Sure.” There 
was no message of a military victory, 
no declaration of the gallant work 
of our men at the front, but merely 
a victory for the people that have 
been advocating Conscription. I put 
it to the House, can you conceive of 
large numbers of working men who, 
whatever may be the intention in this 
country, are satisfied that wherever 
Conscription has been introduced it 
has always been a means of retarding 
progress. 

The workers of this country believe 
that militarism is the real cause of this 
War, and they believe that the same 
people who are responsible for the 
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German mind, with its military forms, 
would not hesitate to use the same 
means to crush liberty in this country. 
You may say that that is not intended, 
and you may point out that this is for 
the duration of the War. You may an-
swer me by saying that the fact that it 
applies to single men only is the best 
guarantee of that. My answer to that is 
this: that the people responsible for this 
proposal started out first with single 
men, and what guarantee is there that 
immediately they have got the single 
men, it is not followed with a cry of 
married men? What is the logic of it?  
They have already indicated that from 
the point of view of military value the 
single man of forty is not nearly as ef-
ficient as the married man of twenty 
three. We all agree to that, but it only 
proves that once they have got the thin 
end of the wedge in they will develop 
it, and the next cry will be Conscription 
in the workshops. Therefore we have 
got to realise that we are face to face 
today with this problem:

First, we have got a measure intro-
duced that places on the Statute Book 
of this country something which is 
repugnant to the working classes of 
this country, and which, wherever it 
has been in operation, has always been 
used against them. Accompanying this 
scheme was a threat of a General Elec-
tion. It is just as well to speak plainly 
and frankly about this matter. I am 
going to agree straight away, whatever 
the other House may do, or whatever 
the threat of a General Election may 
do---I am going to frankly say that it 
has been so manoeuvred that I believe 
you would win it. I believe it could be 
won on this cry of the single men. I 
do not want to be unfair, and I frankly 
admit that you could do it. (An HON. 
MEMBER: “NO!”) But at what cost? I 
ask whether it would be advantageous 
to the War or not? In the first place, is 
a General Election to be forced with 
a view to persuade the workers that 
in spending a few million pounds 
economy is necessary for them? Is 
a General Election to be forced to 
allow the brewers and others to ask 
whether the Control Board is doing its 
work well? Is a General Election to be 
forced to enable the workers to raise 

the question as to whether wealth ought 
to be conscripted as well as labour? 
Do not get out of your minds the fact 
that those are issues that will be raised, 
and when they are raised there is no 
knowing the consequences. 

Supposing the issue is won, so far 
as the election is concerned, there is 
then a strong, fixed and determined 
minority. That minority having been 
broken, will not do as they are doing 
today. Do you think men with the 
feelings and passions that have been 
aroused will work thirty-six hours on 
the engine, and that their trade officials 
will refuse to complain to the Board 
of Trade? Do you think we will have 
men working from ninety to ninety-six 
hours per week, week after week, and 
month after month, because we say to 
them we are at war and we want eve-
rybody to give of their best? Do you 
think when you are going to enter on 
trade negotiations with employers of 
labour that you will be able on both 
sides to approach the question at issue, 
not with sectional interests, and not 
with the desire to drive a hard bargain, 
but with the supreme desire to keep 
the national interests supreme? That 
is what is happening today in all trade 
negotiations, with the result that with 
our own union, with 600,000 railway-
men employed, there has not been a 
stoppage for an hour since the War 
broke out. A Noble Lord says, “What 
about the bonus?” I am sorry for the 
interruption. The bonus is 5s. per week, 
but the men have hung up their national 
programme for an eight hours’ day and 
the 5s. per week. If they had adopted 
the policy of those people who always 
fight for their own hand they would 
have said, “Now is our chance to get 
an eight hours’ day, and we will not 
move troops until we do.” (An HON. 
MEMBER: “They would not say it!”) 
Exactly; it is because they would not 
say it that I am appealing to this House 
to realise the matter, and because they 
would not be encouraged to say it by 
me or those associated with me. (An 
HON. MEMBER: “Question!”)

What I am putting to the House is 
this, that that is the spirit which ani-
mates all sections of the people today, 
and that is the only spirit in which we 

can win this War, and I do not want to 
see that spirit broken. I do not want you 
to let loose the feelings and tempers 
that would be engendered, because, do 
not misunderstand, there are people 
who would go to the stake and lay down 
their lives and feel that their lives were 
given for liberty equally as much as 
men give their lives in the trenches of 
France or Flanders. On the other hand, 
the Minister of Munitions, I think it 
was, said last week that courage was 
the great test at this time is it? 

Can Members of this House put 
themselves in the position that we are 
in today? Any form of compulsory 
service could be killed in an hour by 
the trade unions of this country. To-
day twenty-four executive members, 
drawn from all parts of the country, 
eight of them newly-elected men, 
working railwaymen from England, 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales straight 
from the feeling of their constituents, 
men working on their engines, in the 
signal boxes and goods yards yes-
terday, came together in council this 
morning. They were told what a mild 
Bill this was---that is to say, the Press 
reports indicated that it would apply 
only to single men. They unanimously, 
without a dissentient voice, in the 
name of 300,000 railwaymen, said, 
“We will use all our power, all our 
influence, and go to any length, to see 
that Conscription is not placed on the 
Statute Book.” 

Talk about courage, what is our 
difficulty? My difficulty is that, so 
keenly do I feel, so bitterly do I 
resent the Bill, so satisfied am I that 
it is wrong, that you might say to me, 
“Stop it by calling a strike.” I am to 
answer, am I, that I am a coward? Why? 
Because the calling of a strike would 
not end in stopping Conscription; it 
would affect the poor fellows who are 
fighting our battles. That is the kind 
of feeling that tears men like me at 
this moment. On the one hand I know 
that it is wrong; I believe it is a huge 
conspiracy. I am the more convinced 
of that when we find, as we have 
found today, that no military man can 
defend the proposal for two minutes. 
If it cannot be defended on military 
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grounds, if it cannot be defended on 
the ground that it gives you men to 
win the War, does that not justify the 
suspicion of these people? Therefore 
I repeat, it is not that I want to be 
a coward; because when you order 
men out it is not simply a question of 
ordering them out; all kinds of issues 
will be involved in getting them back. 
The one supreme thing of which I am 
thinking all the time is the affect on the 
men who are fighting our battles.

I put it to the House, is the actual 
value of this Bill such that could jus-
tify its passing? I come back again to 
the talk of going to the country. That 
would be ten thousand times worse. 
No one in this House has yet dared 
to assert that our failure, if you can 
call it such, has been due to shortage 
of men. No one on either side has de-
clared that any period during the last 
fifteen months shortage of men has 
been responsible for the mistakes. If 
that is so, the question will be asked, 
and it will have to be answered: who, 
then, is responsible? Is that the kind 
of thing that is going to maintain na-
tional unity? Is that the kind of thing 
that is going to help us win the War? 
It is because I want to avoid that I am 
pointing out to the House the dangers 
ahead. I believe with other Members 
that the mere sacrifice of our individual 
lives would be a detail. Probably they 
would not be so valuable as those of 
the many gallant fellows who have 
already made the sacrifice. But do not 
make the fatal mistake of assuming that 
there is unity in the country. Do not 
mistake the deep-rooted resentment 
that is in the minds of the workers. 
Do not mistake: In this great issue 
voluntaryism has not failed.

Where are you going to get your 
80,000 skilled men and your 200,000 
unskilled workers whom it is clearly in-
dicated you want to deal with the Army 
that you have? Therefore, I face these 
problems trying to arrive at a decision 
in the best interests of the nation, and 
I say that I would be false to myself, 
and any member of our party would 
be false to himself, if we expressed 
opinions and could not carry the men 
with us. If my union and my men said 
they would take a certain course, it 

might be palatable to get up in this 
House and say, “I think so and so will 
be all right,” but it would mislead the 
House, and it would be valueless so far 
as an honest contribution is concerned. 
It is much better for us to express the 
difficulties, it is much better to let the 
House and the country know exactly 
what is taking place. Therefore, I have 
felt it my duty to say what I have said 
this afternoon. 

In conclusion I will make a sugges-
tion. I know the difficulties of Lord 
Derby’s scheme. It will not be chal-
lenged, in the first place, that there 
has been no systematic canvass, and, 
in the second place, that there has 
been difficulty in creating the tribunal 
and in connection with the starring to 
which Lord Derby refers. I was on the 
Lansdowne Committee responsible for 
the starring. The remarkable fact is that 
the starring was done not by any civil 
member of that Committee, not by a 
Member of this House, but wholly and 
solely by the highest experts of every 
Government Department---precisely 
the same people who would do it 
under Conscription---and it was done 
because of the influence and pressure 
that was being brought to bear by every 
Department, more especially the Board 
of Agriculture, with a view to dealing 
with that difficulty. These difficulties 
were well known. No one assumed 
that Lord Derby could have done in six 
weeks more than had been done in any 
previous six months of the War.

The figures clearly show that you 
have got by direct enlistment and at-
testation as many men in six weeks 
as you did in the previous six months. 
Are we not justified in saying, “Throw 
open the Derby scheme at once, as it 
is by the Bill, but do not bother with 
your Bill.” In other words, prove your 
case before you call men “slackers” 
have some confidence in your fellow 
countrymen; pay some tribute to the 
manner in which they have already 
responded by continuing to appeal to 
the free men of this country, by point-
ing out to them, as it has been pointed 
out to us, that militarism is the cause 
of the War. Above all, if these men 
are such slackers as is alleged, what 
will be their military value? If they are 

such slackers are they the kind of men 
that you are going to take with a view 
to creating a healthy environment for 
the other men? If they are that type 
of men, you are going to have the 
whole trouble about blacklegs in the 
trade unions over again. Therefore, 
because I believe there are difficul-
ties ahead, because I believe you can 
get all the men you want, because I 
believe we have got to look at this 
question from a broad standpoint, and 
above all, because our one important 
object should be unity of the nation, 
I beg the House and the Government 
to realise the dangers ahead and let 
us go on as we have been, doing our 
best with free men to achieve, I hope, 
a lasting victory.

WHAT THE POET LAUREATE 
MIGHT HAVE SAID?

The royal sausage machine
delivers again
stamped - `In the club’
better than you and me
though mere
flesh bone and blood
the usual scene
from the catalogue
of a breeder’s dream.

 Wilson John Haire. 

Law and order exist for the 
purpose of establishing justice 
and when they fail in this purpose 
they become the dangerously 
structured dams that block the 
flow of social progress.

Martin Luther King, Jr.

It was once said that the moral 
test of government is how that 
government treats those who are 
in the dawn of life, the children; 
those who are in the twilight of 
life, the elderly; and those who are 
in the shadows of life, the sick, 
the needy and the handicapped.

Hubert H. Humphrey

It may be true that the law cannot 
make a man love me, but it can 
keep him from lynching me, and I 
think that's pretty important.

Martin Luther King, Jr.



Labour Affairs  6

No 257 May 2015

Froggy
News From Across The Channel

The merciless exploitation of 
women 

Women are being used to jus-
tify foreign interventions that wreck 
countries overseas (“bombing little 
children so that little girls can go to 
school’).  In Europe, and with less 
drastic consequences, they are used to 
weaken democratic representation of 
the population.  It is done under cover 
of promoting women and defending 
their rights, but the direct result is that 
women, as part of the whole popula-
tion, have less power, not more.  

The context here is the local elections 
in April throughout France.

The seats of 2000 local elected repre-
sentatives were purely and simply axed 
in 2014.  The places they represented 
no longer have direct representation as 
such in local government.  This was 
done, it was said, to involve women 
in politics.

All women shortlists: 
For general elections.

In Britain parties can impose Women 
Only Shortlists for the selection of 
candidates in winnable seats.

This obviously goes against the Sex 
Discrimination Act (1975) consoli-
dated by the Equality Act (2010).  

So the Labour Party when in power 
passed the Sex Discrimination (Elec- Sex Discrimination (Elec-
tion Candidates) Act 2002 in order to 
by-pass the law.

The new Equality Act extends this 
by-pass until 2030.

This means that women are not cho-
sen on merit.  They are imposed and 
not chosen; capable men candidates are 
excluded because of their gender.

France does not have this system 
yet for general elections, but it has 
invented something even more outra-
geous for departmental elections.

These are elections for the council 
that runs the ‘département’. France 
is divided into 101 ‘départements’, 
which run middle schools and social 
security payment among many other 
things.

Hollande’s government decided 
there would be 50% women elected at 
that level in 2015, as opposed to the 
previous 13.8%.  Instead of 544 women 
there will be around 2000.  This is a 
tall order, you might think.  But there 
is a way: you just make it impossible 
for voters to elect men.  It’s as simple 
as that.  Men candidates are only half 
a candidate: the other half is a woman.  
When the elector cast their vote, they 
used to vote for one person, but no 
longer, they now vote for two people 
at once, a man and a woman.  Perforce, 
50% of those elected from now on in 
this system are women.  Candidates are 
‘double’ candidates, like two people 
strapped together parachute jumping.  
The couple was composed of one man 
and one woman, resulting in half the to-
tal of candidates elected being women.  
A rarely used word was brought out 
to name this creation.  Voters were 
told they were electing a ‘binôme’, 
literally ‘two names’, a tandem, pair 
of candidates, two person team, twin 
candidates, a duo.   

Did that mean that now there were 
now 8000 seats?

That would have been a problem.
The solution was to halve the number 

of seats.
How do you do that?  You change the 

way the department is divided; suppose 
it was divided in 10 ‘cantons’, each led 
by one person.  This is sensible, since 
a department can be quite extensive, 
and cover an industrial area, a mixed 
area, a rural area etc, each with 
separate characteristics.  The person 

elected would know his own area 
well, and bring that knowledge to the 
departmental council.  

Now that same territory is divided 
not in 10 parts but in 5.  The depart-
ment now has only 5 cantons, with 
2 double candidates.  So the total of 
seats is still 10 for that council, and 
4000 overall.  

The reaction to this piece of un-
democratic social engineering has 
been muted.

The department has lost represen-
tation on the ground, and it has lost 
as well a number of men who had 
knowledge and expertise but are now 
debarred on ground of sex, and because 
their power base has been written off 
the map.  The media has not recorded 
the protests of those men.  They pub-
licized the protest of the perhaps only 
woman who lost a seat:

the wife of Jacques Chirac used to be 
elected for a canton that was axed.

Otherwise, the 1500 men who 
lost their posts have not been inter-
viewed.

Sex equality is a good thing, isn’t 
it?  No one wants to point out that it 
can have undemocratic results and 
lead to less and possibly weaker rep-
resentation.

The reform is a sign that the gov-
ernment wants to undermine local 
authorities.

All women shortlists: 
The election of the president

The departemental council is headed 
by a president, elected by the coun-
cilors. Now that was the test of how 
serious this reform was: if women 
were eager for political power, they 
would have voted each other into the 
president’s seat.  Instead they voted for 
men, and of the 101 departements, 91 
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are headed by men, and 10 by women. 
Not a big change from the previous 
figures of 95 and 5.

This makes such a mockery of the 
engineering that it must add to the 
disgust that people feel regarding 
politicians.  They impose regulations 
on areas that don’t need regulations, 
but do nothing to tackle the problems 
that matter, such as unemployment 
and deindustrialization.  But the media 
pretended that it was all politics as 
normal, and the only interesting thing 
was which party won.  

Results
For example, in several departe-

ments, there was no majority: the 
Vaucluse department had 12 UMP 
councilors, 12 PS and 10 FN.  The 
Aisne had 18, 16 and 8.  In cases like 
that, party was the only preoccupa-
tion.

Many politicians are associated with 
a department, for example François 
Hollande’s local base is the Corrèze, 
Segolene Royal is the Charente-Mari-
time, Manuel Valls the prime minister 
is Essone, Martine Aubry is Nord; the 
Socialist Party lost all these departe-
ments, which reflected badly on the 
associated leading lights.  This is what 
was discussed, and the forced election 
of women (and accompanying cutting 
of representation) was ignored.

As usual the progress of the National 
Front made the headlines.  Last month 
Froggy said that  “The party had only 
one department councilor up to now; 
it stands to gain perhaps a hundred, 
since it is present in the second round 
in half of places (they are contesting 
about 1000 seats).”  In the event the 
National Front won 62 councilors, and 
no majority in any department.  For 
comparison the Communists and the 
Left Party gained 108 seats, and one 
department, the Val de Marne in the 
Paris suburbs.

The Byzantine French labour code
This phrase comes from an Irish 

Times article (see below) about re-
forms to make labour more flexible 
and less costly in France.  The Irish 
Times quotes the prime minister 
Manuel Valls:

“We’re working to restore the 
competitiveness of our businesses 
by reducing the cost of labour,” he 
says. “That represents €40 billion in 
cuts in social charges on business, of 
which €25 billion are already in place 
. . . At the same time, we’re saving 
money, €50 billion over three years, 
which has never been done before by 
a French government. I believe we 
can be more efficient and spend less, 
although we have huge costs, particu-
larly military.”

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/
world/europe/manuel-valls-embodies-
alternative-approach-from-french-left-1-
.2185296#.VTmDUSvWAOI.gmail

Another way to make labour more 
flexible is to reduce workers rights and 
the obligations of employers.

These are written down in the La-
bour Code, the Byzantine, 3,000-page 
French labour code mentioned by the 
Irish Times, in a phrase copying French 
commentators.

There are various reasons why the 
Labour Code is large.  It has to accom-
modate different size of firm.  To see 
how this works, the paper Le Monde 
published a diagram with the various 
obligations in terms of worker repre-
sentation according to size of firm: you 
move the cursor along a line which 
starts at 0 employee and goes to 2200 
employees, and various boxes light up.  
http://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/
visuel/2015/04/23/loi-rebsamen-
comprendre-les-seuils-sociaux-en-
une-infographie_4621525_4355770.
html

Another reason for the complex-
ity is that the Code has accumulated 
legislation over the years, to do with 
discrimination against handicapped 
people and women for example.

Then there is the multiplication of 
bodies representing the employees and 
the employers, and the state.

On the employees side, you have 
union reps, non union reps and health 
and safety committee reps; trade 
unions are divided by trade and by 
political affiliation; unions compete 
with each other for workers votes; 
health and safety committees have 
seen their responsibilities increased 
over the years, to include for example 

bullying and sexual harassment; they 
are usually headed by the employer or 
a representative of the employer.

Employers are represented by a 
variety of bodies. Then there are 
Works Councils which firms of over 
50 employees must have.

The Labour Code sets out who sits 
on these bodies, and how often these 
bodies meet with the employers, and 
what topics they can discuss, and all 
this varies according to the number 
of employees.

Obligations increase with the number 
of employees; this explains why there 
are 1600 firms with 49 employees, and 
600 with 50 odd employees.  The argu-
ment goes that obligations discourage 
employment, and therefore removing 
obligations will encourage employers 
to take on more workers.

It may well be that the Labour Code 
needs simplifying.  But who will sim-
plify it and how?  

The minister for Labour, François 
Rebsamen, called a meeting of unions 
and other interested parties to negoti-
ate changes; then he presented a set 
of proposals which was put together 
without the agreement of the meet-
ing’s participants, to the Cabinet, to 
be discussed in Parliament.

Since the Code is extremely com-
plex, so are the measures intended to 
simplify it; let us give two examples: 
in a firm, the three types of employee 
representatives mentioned above will 
be gathered together into one body, 
which will have fewer obligatory 
meetings per year and will be able to 
discuss fewer topics.

The 4,6 million employees of Very 
Small Firms will have a regional body 
to provide employee representation, 
but its members won’t be allowed on 
the firm’s premises.

Reform of the Labour Code 
requires that the employees are not 
systematically suspicious of the 
employers and don’t see the state 
as necessarily on the side of the 
employers. The website of the CGT, 
old CP supporting union, does not 
even bother to mention the Rebsamen 

Continued On Page 8
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reform,  it’s assumed his law will diminish workers rights; 
the union FO worries about the diminution of the number 
of elected reps, of hours allocated to negotiations, of 
compulsory meetings per year.

The CFE-CGC, union of technicians and managers, 
makes the point that for worker representation to be ef-
fective, communication needs to take place in good times 
as well as in bad; that means that workers know what the 
firm is doing when it is doing well, and therefore they 
are prepared and informed for when they need to react to 
bad news.  Its leader, Carole Couvert, thinks that the ‘one 
representative body’ reform imitates the German model, 
and she calls for the adoption of the whole of the German 
model of worker representation: add ‘co-décision’ (joint 
decision making), and a work contract entailing automatic 
union membership.

The MEDEF, the main employer union, walked out of 
the talks at this point.  

It looks as if the government will have to impose the law, 
as it did the previous Macron law reforming work practice, 
such as Sunday work and road transport.  The CFE-CGC 
will not lead the other unions into adopting the German 
model; it sets itself apart, for example by not marching on 

Continued From Page 7
the 1st May.  The other unions adopt a hostile stance which 
prevents negotiation when negotiation is probably what is 
needed.  Moreover, they are very divided, celebrating the 
1st May in separate marches in different parts of Paris.

 The intention behind reforming the Labour Code is 
probably to reduce workers rights, but it doesn’t seem to 
have achieved this; the right-wing paper Le Figaro was 
disappointed by the proposal: “No reform of the Labour 
Code’ was its headline on 22 April.

Norbert Dentressangle
They say that when you drive on the motorway in France 

and you spot a lorry with French number plates you make 
a wish, as on a shooting star; Norbert Dentressangle was a 
French firm, and it is just now being bought by an American 
firm.  The French are caught between the low cost East Eu-
ropeans drivers and the predatory American firms; this is the 
type of question that politicians should be addressing.  The 
Transatlantic Partnership Treaty will do nothing to improve 
the situation, and politicians should be stopping it; they may 
not be able to stand in the way of the Americans buying 
French firms, as legislation stands; but they should have an 
influence on further legislation on that subject.  People can 
see that politicians play with social engineering instead of 
addressing the big questions.

The Mondragon Experience:  
by M J Murray

Part One:  A stranger comes to town

“….it is necessary to socialize knowledge in order to democratize power because in fact knowledge is 
power….”  Fr Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, inspiration for the Mondragon Cooperative.

Mondragon Corporation describes 
itself in its “Corporate Profile, 2014” 
as: 

‘…a group of autonomous and 
independent companies based on 
cooperation and taking people into 
account. “

Now, that is an understatement that 
belies one of the most significant de-
velopments in worker participation, 
participative management, or potential 
radical  social change  in our time. 

Mondragon – for that is how the 
cooperative is referred to these days -  
originated  in the early 1950s  in the then 
small, run-down, demoralised steel 
town of Mondragon, less than an hour’s 
drive from the better known Basque 
towns of  Bilbao , San Sebastian, 
Santander – and Guernica.  It was 
a town hammered by Franco for its 

loyal support of the elected Republican 
government .It had seen most of its 
natural leaders, shot, exiled , driven 
underground, or, blacklisted from the 
little work available.  

Against this background, a hand-
ful of recently qualified engineering 
apprentices in Mondragon town’s 
largest employment, Union Cerrajera, 
had their manual skills topped up with 
more advanced technical training and 
general education.

 This was organised by a radical 
priest, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta,  
who  arrived in Mondragon,  in the 
dark  of 1941, a stranger from another 
part of the Basque country.  

Now  here is a truly remarkable 
man.   Arizmendi, as he was known 
by his friends, had been active in the 
Republican army, as a journalist, since a 

childhood accident to an eye precluded 
him from active service.  He had nar-
rowly escaped execution by Francoists.  
And, ironically, had been posted by 
his superiors to Mondragon, where 
many similarly independent-minded 
priests had been summarily executed.  
(Huw Thomas in his work on the 
Civil War writes about the Francoists-
Vatican politicing over the executions 
of Basque priests including those of 
Mondragon.)         

The Union Cerrajera  engineers, mo-
tivated by Arizmendi’s social teaching 
on the rights of labour,  approached 
their employer for a modest degree 
of control and ownership in the light 
engineering business.  When they were 
firmly rebuffed they were challenged by 
Arizmendi to take the next logical step. 
In 1956 they left to form a company of 
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their own where they could pursue this goal.  
Again, under Arizmendi’s influence and direction, they 

began to work out the practicalities of establishing an indus-
trial cooperative  and extrapolate some guiding principles.  
One was the principle of  “One Worker, One Vote.”  An-
other was the principle of  maintaining  “Pay Solidarity,” 
based on a 3:1 differential between the highest and lowest 
paid cooperative member. 

By 1959  the former apprentices were ready to commit 
to a legalised cooperative structure.  In the meantime, three 
other coops had been formed and others were in gestation.  
A movement was slowly and steadily taking shape and  
another “rule,” or guiding principle was added. Coops 
would not seek to compete, but complement each other 
synergistically, with ideas and practical assistance.  Amaz-
ingly, this was even extended to the original “capitalist” 
Union Cerrajera.  

A key  principle was that Capital was merely a factor of 
production and subordinate to Labour – not the other way 
round, as evidenced in all previous industrial organisation,  
and the perceived cause of why previous attempts at coops 
had inevitably reverted to capitalist-dominated organisa-
tions. It was as if Arizmendi had “reverse engineered” the 
Webbs’ critique of British coops and the failure to resolve 
the dichotomy between Labour  and Capital in favour of  
Labour.

Thus, a coop bank was instituted, Caja Laboral, 1959:  
a competitive  open public savings bank which was  also a 
source of  capital for cooperative investment. 

Of course, to make cash available to coops required the 
development  of a full range of management skills within 
the bank staff: including,  financial costing ; advisory skills 
relating to product selection, production processes, what 
would be known as supply and customer chain develop-
ment, and marketing.  All this was being made available 
to member coops with the benefits of scale and synergy.  It 
led to the launch of the Caja Laboral Business Advisory 
section, in 1970. 

 This brought  a rapid expansion in the formation of coops, 
particularly in the electrodomestic sector, stimulated by more 
consumer demand, initially in the home market, which was 
beginning to show some signs of life again .   

A major source of the material for Arizmendi’s  strategising 
was European Social and Christian democracy – and   Brit-
ish Labour history – and no more so than  his study of the  
Post WW2  Welfare State in all its dimensions:  Education, 
Health, Housing, Social Welfare,  This led to the establish-
ment of Lagun-Aro, 1966/Lagun-Aro 1974 offering full 
medical cover and retirement benefits.  And more social 
innovation was to follow, driven in part, ironically perhaps, 
by the perceived “anomaly” of the worker-owner entitle-
ments to such employee cover as sickness, unemployment  
and other benefits. 

In 1969, the supermarket coop Eroski, was formed from 
pre-existing retail outlets .

In 1974  Ikerlan Research Centre was opened.
In 1976 Don Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta died after 

a two year battle against heart disease  - the year following 
Franco’s death.

It was the end of an era and the beginning of another. But  Mon-
dragon did not falter on its path to pre-eminence in cooperative-
building: the seed had well and truly fell on good ground.

The work that had begun in the 1956-59 period  by a couple of 
dozen pioneers, including two women, continued  and led to the 
Mondragon we see today, one of the largest coops in the world, 
with, according to the Mondragon 2013 report: 

* Total assets  of  Euro 34,000,000,000.
* 74,000 jobs
* 103 coops
* 122 Production Plants
*  8 Foundations
*  1 Mutual Society
* 10 Support Entities
* 13 International Service Companies.
 “F  I  R  K”
The highly diversified Mondragon coops are organised in the 

following four broad  sectors:
FINANCE:
1.  LagunAro EPSV:  
Social Security/Health Care/Pensions.
Management of Equity Funds to finance provision of 

services to members.
2.  Laboral Kutxa   (= Caja Laboral plus recently 

amalgamated with Kutxa Laboral.)
Coop banking insurance services:  1.2 million members.
INDUSTRIAL:
Consumer goods, 
Capital goods,
Industrial components,
Construction,
Business services.
RETAIL:
Eroski Group
(With French Les Mousquetaires and German Edeka in 

Alidis Alliance, which is number 3 in European purchasing 
structures.)

Eroski Foundation promotes healthy lifestyles, consumer 
education, environment awareness.  

Erkop food group
Catering,
Cleaning,
Farming,
Cattle raising.
KNOWLEDGE:
Education
Mondragon University  (4,000 students: Under-grad/Post-

grad Engineering, Communications, Business Management, 
Entrepreneurialism, Food Science.)

3 Technology centres,
12 R & D Units,
3 Doctorate degree lines,
11 University master’s degree programmes,
1,679 Full time researchers.

In Part 2:
* Review of the latest research on the competitive 
advantage of the Mondragon cooperative model over 
conventional capitalist companies.
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Liberalism: Reader's Letter & Reply
The basic point I have in mind is that liberalism is the dominant philosophy of the early 21st-century. So an editorial (April 2015) 

which says that the forthcoming election is basically a contest between three liberal parties is not as helpful as it might be. I think 
the basic point is that all three parties accept too much of the heritage of Thatcherite 19th-century liberalism. The characterisation 
of the SNP as nationalist and mildly social democratic is fine as far as it goes. However, the SNP plainly accept many central liberal 
values, for example representative government, free elections, a free press, the rule of law etc. Moreover, social liberalism of the sort 
which developed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries overlaps considerably with social democracy.

Moreover, so far as I can see the other parties involved in the election – UKIP, the Greens, the DUP – also accept the 
core liberal values. These values are also accepted by the main parties which contest elections in the various states of 
the European Union.

With regard to the same area, I thought that Gwydion William’s reflections on liberalism in his Notes on the News were 
very inadequate when it came to giving an account of what liberalism is – it contrasts poorly, for example, with the article 
in Wikipedia, which itself is broadly on the same lines as articles in politics textbooks. 

His comment that imposing western liberalism on other societies has not worked well is appropriate.
However, some of the core liberal values such as the rule of law or a (relatively) free press have tended to extend to, 

for example, South Asian societies.
In other words, things are much more mixed up than would be imagined from some of what is written in Labour 

Affairs. 
Mark Cowling

Reply to Mark Cowling
Cowling is right that there are many 

aspects to liberalism. But he is wrong 
to imply that the orientation of LA is 
liberal, despite what it claims. 

Working within a parliamentary 
system, universal suffrage, accepting 
the rule of law and freedom of media 
and opinion are not the monopoly of 
liberals. Historically speaking, liberals 
have thought that the privileges of 
liberalism should apply to a small elite 
and not to the mass of the population. 
To say that because we wish to work 
with these institutions we are therefore 
liberals is like saying that because we 
support elections by the citizenry we 
must subscribe to the views of Ancient 
Athenian Greeks.

If anything has been consistent about 
liberalism over the centuries it’s been 
the desire to restrict political freedom 
to a narrow group who can exercise 
the maximum of individual scope for 
action without constraint, either in 
public or private life. Where it has been 
conceded to broader groups this has 
been invariably done under pressure 
from below.

Liberalism can survive and flourish 
under a system of universal suffrage, 
formal freedom of the press and opinion 
and the rule of law (at least in the mother 
country) for a very good reason.

It concerns both the mistakes and 
the weakness of their opponents. A 
parliamentary democracy is invariably 

run for and on behalf of an elite often 
through competition through sub-elites 
of the dominant oligarchic group, bound 
together by wealth, thus satisfying 
classical liberal aspirations for the 
maximum freedom in public and private 
life, for that elite. The advantages of 
organisation, incumbency, family 
connection, wealth and political 
know-how all make this possible and 
relatively plain sailing.

But it is possible to develop another 
elite through working class organisa-
tion which would make such competi-
tion more of a genuine choice. This was 
a possibility that lay open in Britain 
between the 1940s and the 1970s when 
the trade union movement was strong. 
Its own political failure at the end of 
the 1970s closed off that development. 
Such a system of genuinely competing 
elites would not have been liberal as 
the existence of an alternative elite 
based on trade union power would 
force the recognition of a wider range 
of interests within the society than a 
party system which merely represents 
the different interests and tastes of an 
elite based on the private ownership 
of wealth. Even so, its success would 
have been dependent on the extent 
to which it was able to work within 
the narrow parameters within which 
it is only possible for parliamentary 
democracy to work. The only way in 
which it could  have done this would 
have been through ‘altering the facts 

on the ground’ through changing the 
nature of civil and economic society to 
its permanent advantage. The British 
trade union movement completed the 
first phase of such an alteration through 
its obstructive power. The next step of 
the development of worker power at 
the heart of the economy was a form 
of political activity that proved to be 
beyond the trade union movement 
and led directly to its decline and the 
revival of a particularly vigorous form 
of liberalism.

The institutions of parliamentary 
democracy were developed through 
the activities of an anti-liberal work-
ing class movement and were, over 
a long period in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, turned to its 
own advantage. Its early co-option by 
liberalism, together with its own ability 
to play to its own strengths, however 
undermined and eventually nearly de-
stroyed it, leaving us with the three 
liberal parties that we have today.

It is simply a historical mistake to 
identify liberalism with the current 
political arrangements in the UK and 
other western societies. These are the 
product of conflict with liberal elites and 
their current narrowing of perspective is 
due to the failure of working class and 
trade union movements to continue to 
advance their interests effectively.

Continued on Page 11
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A good example can be found in workers’ control. This 
is anathema to most liberals as it undermines the control of 
capital that underpins their dominance. That is why societies 
like Germany are different from the UK, despite superficial 
similarity – they spread power much more around the dif-
ferent interest groups than does the US or the UK, in a way 
that does not correspond at all with liberal theory.

There is an element of truth in what Cowling claims when 
one considers that the boundaries between liberalism and 
other ideologies is not absolutely watertight. John Stuart Mill 
for example envisaged the development of a form of workers’ 
control in his political economy as economic development 
proceeded. This makes him a kind of syndicalist. But in 
political reality liberals have opposed such developments 
unless they have been forced into them. And the British 
Labour Movement failed to push such development and 
still fails, despite the efforts of some. It is worth noting that 
a very ‘illiberal’ institution, the Catholic Church is one of 
the main advocates of workers’ rights and a taming of the 
injustices of the wage system, which is one of the reasons 
why it comes under sustained attack from liberals for its 
social attitudes. 

The result has been the dominance of both social and 
economic liberalism, which privileges on the one hand 

ICTU Union Learning Fund Conference, Wellington Park Hotel, Belfast, 25th March 2015
Speech by Mark Langhammer  

Workplace Learning at a time of austerity
Introducing Minister Stephen Farry

I’d like to welcome Minister Farry 
to the event today. The ICTU NI Com-
mittee have reasonable, but partial 
engagement with the NI Executive. 
Minister Farry has engaged generously 
with the ICTU, has been supportive of 
the Union learning agenda, and ‘gets’ 
what we do – we thank you for that.  
You are very welcome here today.

This conference is an important part 
of the trade union calendar and the 
theme today is “Workplace Learning 
at a time of austerity”. 

We don’t need telling, do we? Just 
this morning, Belfast Metropolitan 
College announced over 100 job losses, 
a direct consequence of a 6.4% cut in 
the Further Education budget. We have 
already seen cuts to the Educational 
Maintenance Allowance and with these 
latest cuts to FE we may see the loss of 
funded Adult and Community educa-
tion classes, a shrinkage of “second 

chance” learning outlets and a radical 
loss of School / FE collaboration on 
Entitlement Framework courses.

The Department of Employment and 
Learning will soon largely merge with 
the Department of Enterprise Trade 
and Investment to form a Department 
for the Economy. Ministers Farry and 
Foster both talk-up the skills agenda, 
economic development and the 
economy.  Rightly so!  If the Ministers 
can’t cheerlead, who can? We hear 
about the “knowledge economy” and 
“high tec skills” – even more recently we 
hear about the Northern Ireland “Golf 
Economy”. And yes, we have pockets 
of highly skilled, high performance, 
economic development.

But the reality, for most of us, across 
the piece, is different. Only 15-18% of 
our jobs can reasonably be described as 
genuine graduate jobs. Less than 12% 
of our workplaces are high performance 

workplaces – characterised by high 
levels of autonomy, work discretion, 
high productivity, good industrial re-
lations and staff welfare practice. We 
have too few manufacturing jobs. And 
swathes of our economy are locked 
into a low paid, low skills equilibrium. 
There are too many insecure jobs, 
many are under-employed in poorly 
regulated trades with few opportunities 
to advance. Contracts are often short 
term, casual, fixed term or even “zero 
hours”, restricting the opportunity to 
plan for the future. There are too many 
“McJobs”, especially in retail, tourism, 
hospitality, catering, care and in service 
generally.

This creates a problem in educa-
tion and for learning.  Why?  Two 
points.

First, because “Good Work” is a 
major driver, a major motivating factor 
in learning. Nothing motivates like the 

Continued From Page 10 the unrestrained development of individualism and on the 
other, the market mechanism as the means of securing and 
preserving the wealth of elites, the stealthy privatisation of 
public services such as health and education, the narrowness 
of opinion that is tolerated as acceptable in the commercial 
and state media and the grinding down of the legal right 
to take industrial action. The market tends to favour those 
with connections and insider knowledge and thus tends to 
reinforce privilege, something liberals have always deemed 
indispensable for themselves.

All the main political parties support this agenda and that is 
why we call them all liberal parties. They are all the product 
of the dominance of an elite and exist to promote the agenda 
of that elite, albeit with small differences of emphasis. They 
are able to ensure that the parliamentary system that had 
been developed through class struggle to open up some 
alternatives to the liberal view and liberal practices can be 
turned to the advantage of the liberal agenda.

One other point, liberalism has always flourished on the 
basis of exploitation. The UK is a master of this, not only 
domestically, but in the way in which it continues to hoover 
up wealth from all over the world, sustaining the domestic 
population way beyond its own productive capacities. That 
is almost a defining characteristic of liberalism. Without 
this ability it would wither and die.

Christopher Winch
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prospect of an interesting job, with de-
cent rewards, and avenues to progress 
your career within a well managed and 
regulated trade or sector.

A few years ago I chaired a work-
ing group set up by Dawn Purvis, 
MLA,  to consider the educational 
underachievement within the Protes-
tant working class. What struck me 
wasn’t the academic research or the 
good educational practice – of which 
there was plenty. What struck me was 
the absence of role models. In many 
areas and estates the successful peo-
ple, the people wearing the right gear, 
the people driving the 4 x 4s weren’t 
working in catering or health care or 
hospitality or services.  They weren’t 
working in anything, except maybe 
“working moves”. You know what 
I’m talking about.  These were the 
role models. What I’m saying is that 
young people aren’t stupid. They’ll 
work towards a goal if it’s viable.  But 
there just isn’t enough good work to 
provide sufficient incentives. And the 
absence of ‘good work’ can – in this 
society – have a corrosive effect on the 
choices that young people make.

Second, the “deal” at the heart of the 
education process has broken down. 
For my generation, the deal was (and I 
can hear my Mum in my ear) – to work 
hard, to get your head in your books, 
to study, to commit and achieve and 
the rewards will come – in the labour 
market and in life. That deal is close 
to dead! Gone! Apart from a tiny elite 
of graduates who can still get rewards, 
the new equilibrium for most graduates 
is high skills with low pay.

That’s why the case for maintaining 
Higher Education places at current lev-
els is a weak case. Yes, we need stable 
higher education institutions. We need 
a viable research and development 
capacity. But should we be ‘warehous-
ing’ 45-50% of our young people in 
graduate routes when the graduate jobs 
aren’t there?  Or when our real gap is 
at level 3, for intermediate, technical 
and associate professional skills. The 
case for Further Education, work-
place learning and apprenticeship 
is surely more pressing.

And we don’t just need better skills 
– we need an active, interventionist 

Industrial strategy such as that out-
lined at the GMB conference a year 
or so ago.

*
We at ICTU are very proud of 

the Union Learning Fund and its 
achievements. Along with Avril Hall-
Callaghan of UTU, who is here today, 
I sit on the ICTU Union Learning 
Fund (ULF) committee. The breadth 
of work undertaken is astonishing. 
There are 11 unions involved, across 
a range of industrial sectors and the 
public service. Nearly 6000 union 
learners have achieved their goals in 
the 2011-14 round. We are active in 
dozens of companies that you will all 
easily recognize. I can’t name them all 
- but we’re in firms such as Wrightbus, 
Bombardier, Moypark, Coca-Cola, 
Allied Bakeries, Kingspan, Ryobi and 
many, many others.  There are ULF 
projects across the public sector, in 
every government department, in local 
government and in health.  You will 
hear from many of these later today. 
Two in particular struck me.

The ULF project in the NI Environ-
mental Agency saw union members 
undertake a Level 3 course in Heritage 
Skills – old, traditional skills such as 
Blacksmithing - that serve and main-
tain historical artefacts and monuments 
to boost tourism.

UNISON (who stand out as a union 
that puts learning at the heart of their 
learning culture) had a project for 
school dinner staff – undertaking a 
course in “Understanding Autism” so 
that they could connect better with the 
young people who they served.  There 
are many more.

What the Union Learning Fund pro-
vision shows is the sheer reach of the 
union movement. We underestimate 
this. It shows our success in encour-
aging members to learn. It shows our 
success in mentoring and supporting 
members learning within and outside 
the workplace. And the ULF is a vital 
gateway to the new Apprenticeship 
framework.

And that brings me to the 
Minister.

Minister Farry deserves enormous 
credit for bringing forward a thought-
ful, research based, modern European 

Apprenticeship framework, which we 
will see rolled out in 2015-16. I have 
been fortunate to play a small part in 
those deliberations, along with Clare 
Moore, on the strategic Ministerial 
Expert panel. The Minister and his De-
partment have looked internationally 
at successful apprenticeship systems, 
and closely at systems such as in the 
Netherlands and, more particularly, 
in Switzerland.  The result is an intel-
ligent framework that deserves our 
full attention.

He has accepted that Apprenticeship 
should be “special” it should not be 
devalued, it requires “currency” to 
work – currency with employers, cur-
rency with apprenticeships themselves 
and currency  in the labour market. 
Pitched at Level 3 right up to Level 
8 it will be an achievement itself to 
get accepted onto an Apprenticeship 
programme.  That, in itself, will earn 
“currency”.

It is not a training “scheme”. We 
know all about training “schemes” in 
Northern Ireland – “schemes” in the 
Arthur Daley sense of the word. Our 
vocational training schemes, histori-
cally, and throughout the conflict, have 
been mainly palliatives to the political 
problem of long term unemployment 
– or to buy, at low cost, a degree of so-
cial peace. This latest Apprenticeship 
framework is NOT in that mould. It is 
a genuine and real attempt to provide 
quality workplace experience and 
learning, leading to real jobs.

The Minister has accepted the need 
for a broad partnership at strategic 
level. All good Apprenticeship frame-
works have a Tri-partite approach at 
their heart. Employers, Unions and 
Government working together to serve 
their range of interests.

We want to support and help you, 
Minister, in this endeavour. We will 
commit to doing so. We are pleased to 
be represented at strategic level. How-
ever we want our unions, particularly 
our industrial unions, to make their 
contribution too, within the sectoral 
architecture as that rolls out. They have 
much to bring to the table.

We want to be involved, naturally, 
in negotiating the Apprenticeship 
contract. That is vital.  We want to 
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contribute to the curriculum and have 
significant capacity and the resource 
base to do so. And there is a challenge 
to our movement in this too.

The teachers unions maintain a union 
density of over 90%. How? One reason 
is that we encourage student teachers 
to join, any and all unions, for free. 
Why could we not do the same for ap-
prentices? We could, and should.  Our 
movement is well organised within the 
public sector.  However, the hollowing 
out of manufacturing under Thatcher 
in the 1980s, and since, has left our 
organisational base in the private sec-
tor denuded to say the least. Let’s not 
delude ourselves. We have work to do 
to organise and regain relevance across 
much of the private sector. 

The new apprenticeship framework 
will open a window to the role of 
trade unions for young apprentices. 
Many young people have little or no 
experience or understanding of trade 
unions role. So opening membership to 
Apprentices will be about re-building 
the culture, younger. It will open to ap-
prentices the possibility of a wide range 
of useful courses that we all provide, 
already, for free. We can enhance the 
Apprentices experience by providing 
free memberships, as well as shoring 
up and growing the trade unions of the 
future. That’s our challenge.

I have been very impressed by the 
way in which the Minister has at-
tempted to resolve the Initial Teacher 
Education issue (that’s “Teacher Train-
ing” by the way). The report prepared 
by Pasi Sahlberg, a renowned Finnish 
educationalist, was an excellent, nu-
anced, report which deserved better 
treatment than it got. (The Sahlberg 
Report recommended the rationalisa-
tion of teacher education provision in 
Northern Ireland from five centres to 
one – LA).  I can’t say I was astonished 
at the manner in which the DUP and 
Sinn Fein closed the debate down – 
before it had really started – but it was 
disappointing, to say the least.  For me, 
the issue wasn’t about this institution 
or that, or about whether there should 
a campus in South Belfast, West Bel-
fast, Coleraine or Derry – and I have 
no difficulty with institutions fighting 
their corner, if that’s what they have 

to do. It was that the debate was bur-
ied. We needed a debate. A long one. 
Yes, there are difficult issues in Initial 
Teacher Education, some of which are 
communally sensitive – but we need 
the debate.

Some would say the binning of the 
Sahlberg report was nakedly sectarian. 
Certainly it does not augur well for 
the Executive tackling the “Cost of 
Division”.  At minimum, it was a 
commentary on the immaturity of 
our political institutions.  And I hope 
the Minister – who has done the right 
thing in this matter, regardless of the 
brickbats – is able to find a way to 
resurrect Sahlberg.

Finally, before asking the Minister 
to speak, the Assembly’s political 
mandate runs to 2016, when DEL and 
DETI will merge to form a Department 
for the Economy. Whilst there is little 
time left in this mandate, we in the trade 
union movement look very jealously at 
our friends in Scotland and the efforts 
that they have made within the Mather 
Review.  The Mather Review, or the 
“Working Better Together” review is 
a serious attempt not just to improve 
Industrial Relations, but to improve 
productivity and competitiveness 
as well.  Our brothers and sisters in 
the Scottish trade union movement, 
through the STUC, have contributed to 
Mather – as have employers and their 
representative organisations. They 
have found broad agreement across 
a range of areas. If implemented, the 
Working Better Together Review will 
move Scottish industrial relations 
away from the adversarial mores of 
Anglo Saxon practice and towards a 
Scandinavian model.  I understand that 
this could not be effected by the end 
of this mandate, and time to secure 
broad agreement is necessary, but some 
scoping work could be started along 
that trajectory. I’ll leave you with that 
thought, Minister.

TWEEDLEDUM AND 
TWEEDLEDEE AND ME

 David Cameron
 and his Bullingdon brethren
 urges you
 to take jobs
 that don’t exist
 or with zero hours
 persist
 plus a food bank
 to subsist

 Ed Miliband
 so bland
 straight
 from Uni-land
 his kind
 snatched Labour
 from labour’s
 horny
 hand

 Nick Clegg
 once more begs
 a place
 in anyone’s
 cabinet
 though his party
 has very few
 inhabitants

 All three
 with the front door key
 to Number 10
 be
 a liberal’s delight
 personality clashes
 mock concern
 flashes
 but
 with no real fight

 Wilson John Haire. 

It is to be regretted that 
the rich and powerful too 
often bend the acts of 
government to their own 
selfish purposes.

Andrew Jackson

Individual commitment 
to a group effort - that is 
what makes a team work, 
a company work, a society 
work, a civilization work.

Vince Lombardi

If you think too much 
about being re-elected, it is 
very difficult to be worth 
re-electing.

Woodrow Wilson
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Notes on the News
        By Gwydion M. Williams
Britain’s Elected Oligarchy

On the eve of the election, one 
certainty is that a lot of people 
won’t bother to vote.  Not even 
this election, where the outcome 
is very uncertain as I write these 
notes on Monday 4th May.  Even 
though it should be obvious that the 
party with the most votes and / or 
seats will have a great propaganda 
advantage even if they can not or 
do not form a government.

Part of the reason for public apathy 
is that parliamentary elections are 
sold as a wonderful system where 
“you decide”.  It’s not, and people 
quickly notice it’s not.  First, your 
own vote is insignificant among 
thousands of other votes.  Second, 
even when you choose to vote for 
the winning candidate, what they 
then do as your ‘democratically 
elected representative’ is gener-
ally quite different from what they 
promised or implied.

The USA gives its citizens more 
chances to vote on a wider range 
of issues, and the results are mostly 
worse.  It functions as an oligarchy, 
and the various checks and bal-
ances help with this.  In Britain, 
the elected government can make 
clear decisions.  In the USA, it is 
never entirely clear why anything 
happened or failed to happen.  And 
there is also a tolerance for includ-
ing irrelevant extras in bills.  The 
result is that the people vote but the 
rich exercise most of the power:

“After sifting through nearly 
1,800 U.S. policies enacted in 
that period and comparing them 
to the expressed preferences 
of average Americans (50th 
percentile of income), affluent 

Americans (90th percentile), and 
large special interests groups, 
researchers concluded that the 
U.S. is dominated by its economic 
elite.”1

The problem for any system of 
Representative Democracy is how 
do you get more democratic input 
without destroying competence 
or coherence?  Direct single-issue 
votes are definitely not the solution.  
They work for some issues, when 
opinion cuts across party lines, but 
more often not.  But giving coher-
ence also allows the rich to exercise 
undue influence.  It is very hard to 
find a fix.

A good beginning is to step back 
from the standard belief that what 
we have is Democracy in some 
absolute or unqualified form.  The 
term originally meant what is now 
called Direct Democracy.2  The 
Athenian system would have had 
the whole people vote on whether 
Britain should join the planned 
2003 war against Iraq.  The people 
would most likely have rejected 
it, whereas our ‘representatives’ 
overwhelmingly endorsed it.  But 
a lot of the time, this system was 
fickle and unsuccessful.

What we have in Britain and most 
of the West is an oligarchy that 
depends on intermittent approval 
from the voters.  Who originally 
were a privileged minority: the me-
diaeval system would be equivalent 
to parliaments elected just by men 
with property worth at least half 
a million, while the Reform Act 
of 1832 gave votes to the richest 
one-seventh (and of course men 
only).3

Some radicals get obsessed by 

the fact that Britain is still a Con-
stitutional Monarchy, and were 
also unduly concerned about the 
hereditary element in the House 
of Lords.  But many successful 
cases of Representative Democracy 
evolved that way: Holland, Den-
mark, Sweden and Norway.  Also 
Belgium if you count it as a success; 
the Belgian Congo and the current 
fragmentation make this disputable.  
Of course the Greek monarchs were 
a genuine ‘menace to society’ in the 
1960s, but against that must be set 
Spain where the monarch helped 
normalise politics.

Well-run monarchies can be de-
fended on the same basis as Parlia-
ments: the democracy is imperfect 
but these limits help ensure good 
government.  Indeed, the British 
electorate in 2011 voted two-to-
one against an Alternative Vote 
system that would have increased 
their choices but perhaps made for 
worse government.  When making 
hard choices, most of the voters turn 
out to believe that ‘good govern-
ment’ is something other than pure 
democracy.  

(Myself, I think the rejection of 
the Alternative Vote was a mistake.  
But the concept of balancing good 
government against democratic 
choice was not.)

Recognising imperfect realities 
is also a good basis for encourag-
ing voting.  Vote and you have a 
small but definite influence on 
an oligarchy with great power to 
make your life better or worse.  
Don’t vote and you are likely to 
be ignored.

One example – supposing more 
people had voted Labour in 1987 or 
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1992.  That was after the massive 
reduction in Trade Union power after 
Scargill’s bungled Miners Strike in 
1984-5, which some of them may have 
viewed as a good thing.  Neil Kinnock 
would have been a fairly ordinary 
Labour leader and the disastrous 
experiment of ‘New Labour’ would 
never have happened.  Toryism also 
would probably have reverted to ‘One 
Nation’ Toryism, as it briefly did under 
Major.  And Britain today would be 
much more to the tastes of the 25% 
of the population who didn’t bother 
to vote back then.  More jobs and less 
austerity, and perhaps less keenness to 
nurse parasitic finance back to health so 
that it can inflict another crisis on us.

[Only two-thirds of the electorate 
voted - 66.1%, to be exact.  Most 
experts agree that those least likely to 
vote are also mosst likely to vote for 
left-wing parties.]

The Unavoidable Victory of 
‘Upper London’ 

Starting to write about Scotland, I 
somehow hit on the phrase ‘Upper 
London’.  I was going to write about 
how London lost Scotland, which is 
the next section.  But a majority of 
Londoners vote Labour and share 
many of the same discontents that 
are making the Scottish Nationalists 
so popular.  They would prefer the 
sort of Moderate Socialism that New 
Labour rejected and that Miliband is 
hesitant about favouring.  But UKIP, 
Conservative, Liberal Democrat and 
Labour are all variants within the 
hegemony of Upper London.

‘Upper London’ isn’t an exist-
ing phrase, but we badly need it.  A 
privileged group, wider than the ac-
tual government but still very much 
a minority.  One might say ‘London’ 
for the authorities based in London, 
and Londoners for the ordinary peo-
ple.  Upper London would be a small 
group who are having a much larger 
influence on politics and government 
than it deserves.  

Googling for the phrase, I discovered 
that there actually is one commercial 
outfit that uses the name.  Upper Lon-
don Ltd. says it is:

“An innova t ive  Corpora te 

Advisory and Business Consulting 
boutique. We provide bespoke 
solutions to management, investors 
and stakeholders to create value, 
enhance performance and drive 
opportunities.”4  

I thought of the phrase independently 
of them, but they seem to be a small 
but typical part of what I had in mind.  
The actual power in the land, but by 
permission of the electorate.  London 
voters have even been silly enough to 
elect a man from Upper London in the 
belief that he is a nice chap who will 
look after them.  I can’t say how much 
of Boris Johnson’s apparent niceness 
is genuine, but he’s there to look after 
Upper London alone.

Not that I am saying that they are 
anything sinister or malicious.  ‘Upper 
London’ and similar people elsewhere 
in the world genuinely believe that 
they are Superior Persons, getting less 
privilege and much less credit that they 
deserve for their vast contributions to 
the general welfare.  

Critics like Information Clearing 
House5 miss the point and lose cred-
ibility when they call it a new fascism.  
Fascists are mostly louts with a cult of 
violence, but also a genuine concern for 
those they class as ‘our people’.  It’s 
a late blooming of humanity’s ancient 
tribal consciousness, where strangers 
are only treated well when they seem 
worryingly powerful or else potentially 
useful.  The last gasp (we can hope) 
of an ancient world where tribal mas-
sacres, torture of enemies and slavery 
for captives was normal and not even 
seen as wrong.  Fascism brought such 
values back into mainstream politics in 
the 1920s and 1930s, but never really 
recovered from its defeat in World 
War Two.

(Back in the 1970s, I took a look 
at the crypto-Nazi National Front.6  
I concluded that they would amount 
to nothing.  I said back then that no 
radical-right movement would amount 
to much unless it clearly distanced 
itself from Nazism.  I didn’t remember 
and connect this with Thatcherism 
until much later.  The more recent 
wave of Hard Right have also mostly 
succeeded by distancing themselves 
from the Nazi legacy.)

Upper London has a rather weak 
version of tribal consciousness.  Its 
inhabitants tend to be below aver-
age in trustworthiness and mutual 
aid.  They do show it sometimes, but 
less often than you’d expect.  For 
warfare, they depend on completely 
different human types.  (Much like 
the ‘Chicken-Hawks’ in the USA who 
organised the Gulf Wars, almost all of 
whom had used various legal dodges 
to avoid the Vietnam War when they 
were young men.)

History is likely to judge them as just 
one more stage in Britain’s decline.  
Neither Thatcher nor New Labour 
did anything effective about Britain’s 
gradual loss of global status.  Britain 
nowadays matters only when it does 
the will of the USA, which makes it 
a waste of time.

How ‘Upper London’ 
Lost Scotland

Apart from the Green Party, the only 
parties likely to win seats in England 
are very much dominated by Upper 
London.  In Wales, Plaid Cymru are 
likely to get less votes than UKIP 
and will be well behind Conservative 
and Labour.  In Northern Ireland, all 
electable parties are discontent with 
Upper London but only Sinn Fein 
have a serious answer, indicated by 
the continuing refusal of their MPs to 
participate in the Westminster Parlia-
ment.  But in Scotland, the bulk of 
the voters have suddenly shifted to a 
rejection of Upper London.  A willing-
ness to trust the Scottish Nationalists to 
look after their interests for whatever 
time remains of Scotland as part of 
the United Kingdom.  And a desire to 
protest at the failure to fulfil promises 
they thought they had when they turned 
down independence.

I’ll not speculate about how the SNP 
will handle such power, assuming there 
is no last-minute panic by the voters.  
(The Independence Referendum was 
lost by a larger margin than opinion 
polls had indicated.)  Instead, I’ll look 
at how it happened.

At the time of the Independence 
Referendum, it was occasionally 
mentioned how the Tories used to be 
a major party in Scotland, often the 
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dominant party.  Since this may well be the last UK election that Scotland takes part in, I thought it worth investigating 
in detail.  The Wiki has details7 but there was a problem deciding just what Scottish Toryism was.  They had existed 
as Conservatives till 1885 and as an alliance of Conservative and Liberal Unionist for the whole UK from 1886 till 
1912. Then the Unionist Party (Scotland) from 1912 when the Liberal Unionists in England and Wales merged with the 
Conservatives as the Conservative and Unionist Party during the crisis over Irish Home Rule.  They were the National 
Government in 1931 and 1935, and continued till the 1960s as Unionists with ‘National Liberals’ as a minor ally.  But I 
view it as a single Tory tradition and list it as such.8  Likewise the Liberals got a boost from the Labour break-away of 
the Social Democratic Party, but they vanished almost without trace into the current Liberal Democrat party.

The voting percentages after the initial readjustments following World War One9 were:10

Year Labour Tory Liberals Scottish Nationalist Communists
1923 35.9 31.6 28.4 - 2.4
1924 41.1 40.7 16.6 - 0.7
1929 42.3 35.9 18.1 0.2 1.1
1931 32.6 64.0 - 1.0 1.4
1935 36.8 49.8 6.7 1.1 0.6
1945 47.9 40.3 5.6 1.3 1.4
1950 46.2 44.8 6.6 0.4 1.0
1951 48.6 47.9 2.7 0.3 0.4
1955 46.7 50.1 1.9 0.5 0.8
1959 46.7 47.3 4.1 0.8 0.5
1964 48.7 40.6 7.6 2.4 0.5
1966 49.9 37.6 6.8 5.0 0.6
1970 44.5 38.0 5.5 11.4 0.4
1974/02 36.6 32.9 7.9 21.9 0.5
1974/10 36.3 24.7 8.3 30.4 0.3
1979 41.5 31.4 9.0 17.3 -
1983 35.1 28.4 24.5 11.8 -
1987 42.4 24.0 19.2 14.1 -
1992 39.0 25.6 13.1 21.5 -
1997 45.6 17.5 13.0 22.1 -
2001 43.3 15.6 16.3 20.1 -
2005 39.5 15.8 22.6 17.7 -
2010 42.0 16.7 18.9 19.9 -

The figures show that Tory decline in Scotland began before Thatcher, but got worse after Thatcher.  It also suggests 
that Scottish Nationalism was mostly in competition with Tories and Liberals.  Opinion polls now suggest a political 
earthquake will occur, with Scottish Labour falling and Liberal Democrats returning to the marginal status they had before 
the Social Democrats revived their fortunes in Scotland.  The Tory vote is likely to decline the least, hanging on to the 
low levels they reached after 1992.  But a vast decline from the voting majority they had in 1955 with Anthony Eden as 
Tory leader, and the plurality in 1959 under Macmillan.

What matters more is the likely rejection of ‘Upper London’, if the Labour vote does indeed collapse.  If things go 
as expected, a new independence vote within 5 years is likely and an actual separation probable.  From a selfish Tory 
party viewpoint this might seem fine: a Lesser Britain without Scotland would be much easier for Tories to govern and 
people likely to vote Tory could easily be persuaded that it was Labour’s fault.  But for Britain as a whole it would be 
a huge loss of power, and not to the taste of many in Upper London.  But as I said earlier, Upper London is selfish and 
incoherent and bitterly opposed to the sort of concessions that might have stopped it happening.

Britain’s Continuing Decline
The outgoing Coalition now ruling Britain is dominated by characters who seem to think that Britain’s decline began after 

World War Two.  They resemble classical Whigs and Tories, with all of the strengths and weaknesses of the breed.
The aftermath of World War Two is certainly when Britain fell out of the ranks of Global Superpowers.  But the decline 

in Britain’s relative strength had begun at least a hundred years earlier.  Britain’s dominance of manufacturing peaked 
in the 1840s, and thereafter it was downhill all the way.

The conventional view is that the Victoria era was Britain’s high point, a glory that we have since fallen below.  But 
Britons in the Victorian age had a grand heritage from the Georgians, and could hardly have failed to be powerful.  They 
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could and did fail to built sensibly on 
what they had inherited.  The Victo-
rian Era resembles the middle age of 
many other Empires, in which the 
inherited power is still impressive but 
the tricks learned during the rise are 
being forgotten and fatal mistakes are 
being made.

Britain’s success as a global power 
was established by four key events:

The rise to global dominance of the 
British Navy.

The defeat of the French in North 
America, who might have confined 
the English-speaking settlers to just 
the East Coast.

The defeat of both the French and 
various Hindu and Muslim rulers 
on the Indian Subcontinent.

The Industrial Revolution, the 
process whereby the British 
mainland became a society of 
an entirely new sort, a society 
dominated by manufacturing and 
machines and the factory system.

All of this was Georgian, with the key 
events occurring in the 18th century.  
It was also entirely undemocratic: the 
ruling class and most of the educated 
rejected the idea that the bulk of the 
population were fit to rule themselves.  
Only a few fringe radicals thought that 
all men should have the vote.  Only a 
few fringe radicals thought that women 
should have rights equal to men.  Elec-
toral reform in 1832 meant that the 
House of Commons was elected on a 
fairly equal basis by the richest seventh 
of the population.  In today’s terms, it 
would be equivalent to confining the 
vote to men earning at least 30,000 a 
year, £577 a week before tax.

It is also possible that even that 
much democracy would have made a 
big difference had it come in earlier.  
Some sort of electoral reform had been 
discussed for decades, hampered by 
the fact that it could only be passed 
by MPs who were only there because 
the system was unreformed.  The un-
reformed parliament was dominated 
by the gentry, and was maybe a more 
efficient body because of this.  The 
Georgian gentry were sceptical and 
interested in new knowledge.  They 
generally liked science, and saw the 
new industries as part of a general 

process of ‘improvement’.  They were 
not much concerned at the decline of 
craftsmen or yeomen, people some 
way removed from their own level.  
But they did favour a general system 
of welfare, so that most ordinary 
people had fairly decent lives.  They 
were vicious on matters such as 
poaching, smuggling and theft, things 
that directly threatened their way of 
life.  But outside of that, they were 
pretty tolerant of the rest of society 
and inclined to be generous for as 
long as their superiority was secure.  
(This is the substance of liberalism, 
of course.)

The new electorate was domi-
nated by a strongly Protestant middle 
class.  A group misleadingly called 
Nonconformists,11 because in England 
they were defined by a refusal to work 
within the rules of the established 
Church of England.  But this was not 
all that rigid a barrier: the Methodists 
began within the Church of England 
and later separated, while the Church 
of Scotland was the established church 
in Scotland but had values similar to 
some English ‘Nonconformists’.

The ‘great’ Victorian age was marked 
by a waste of opportunity.  A greedy 
elite increasingly consumed and lost 
interest in production.  Meantime other 
nations learned how to copy the best of 
the Industrial Revolution.  In particu-
lar, Germany and the USA learned the 
value of education and science.  (The 
USA seems to have forgotten this since 
Reagan and the rise of the New Right 
and is repeating many of the errors of 
Victorian England.)

Adam Smith believed that Britain’s 
economic rise had happened because of 
capitalism and despite the ‘burden’ of 
an increasingly large state.  But every 
other industrialising society has had 
to do the same thing – increase the 
size of the state, to keep order in an 
increasingly fluid and interconnected 
society.  To provide welfare when 
people living close to each other are 
no longer neighbours and have often 
never met: are mostly unwilling to help 
each other.  And to create fairness in 
a fluid society where many fortunes 
are made by reasonably competent 
business people who happen to find 

themselves in the right place at the 
right time.

The New Right revolted against 
this.  They were able to tap into the 
selfish side of 1960s radicalism, 
the notion that all would be well if 
everyone ‘did their own thing’.  Lots 
of former radicals found this very 
easy to reconcile with the notion of 
leaving everything to the market and 
abolishing the ‘nanny state’.

Except it did not work.  The whole 
wave of New Right ideas from the 
1980s have failed to change the state-
private balance in the West.  It has 
simply been adjusted to favour the rich, 
through ‘private enterprise’ that has to 
be heavily subsidised, like Britain’s 
railways or agriculture in the USA.  
Or like the global financial system, 
which was bailed out at the expense 
of ordinary people after the massive 
financial crisis of 2008.

This Mixed Economy in its pre-
1980s guise was the actual winner of 
the Cold War, because it was more 
flexible than the State Capitalism that 
was developed in the Soviet Union 
and which was better than the older 
capitalist systems which tried to limit 
the state.

The Thatcher / Reagan line improved 
nothing within their own societies 
except the incomes of the very rich.  
It gained credibility because of the 
continued aggressiveness of the Soviet 
Union during its last years, followed 
by its ignominious collapse.  It also 
had trouble without a big enemy to 
confront.  It tried to find a substitute 
in Saddam Hussein, probably unaware 
that he was the best enforcer of Western 
values that Iraq was ever likely to have.  
Now it has global Islamic extremism, 
but cannot really cope with it.

Old and Unhealthy American Pie
“When people ask Don McLean 

what does American Pie really mean, 
he likes to reply: ‘It means I never 
have to work again.’

“His eight-minute-long ‘rock and 
roll American dream’ became an 
anthem for an entire generation – who 
memorised every line.

“Their children in turn grew up sing-
ing it - fascinated by the mysterious 
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lyrics with their cryptic references to 
50s innocence, the turbulent 60s, and 
70s disillusion.”12

Myself, I’ve seldom felt that song 
lyrics were worth worrying about.  
You’d not expect good singing from 
a philosopher, never mind something 
with just the right mix of original-
ity and banality to bring pop-music 
success.  So why expect pop stars to 
have anything serious to say about the 
world?  Albert Einstein was a decent 
amateur violinist, but nothing special 
as a musician.  (Oddly, there was also 
a moderately distinguished musician 
called Alfred Einstein, though it’s 
unclear how closely they were related, 
or if they were related at all.13)

In the case of American Pie, I re-
acted to the phrase ‘50s innocence’.  
Are people now forgetting how cruel 
and unjust a lot of those 1950s values 
were?  Idolising an era where liberal 
norms were ‘moderation in all things, 
including enforcing social justice’?  So 
I went looking and found a plausible 
account:

“In the autumn of 1971 Don 
McLean’s elegiac American Pie en-
tered the collective consciousness, 
and over forty years later remains one 
of the most discussed, dissected and 
debated songs that popular music has 
ever produced.”14

You can follow the link to the details, 
if you like.  My concern was how they 
were viewing the 1950s, and it was 
indeed as bad as I had suspected.

1950s ‘innocence’ was more like 
happy ignorance for those who fitted 
in, which was most of that generation’s 
teenagers.  If they ask ‘was it so bad’, 
my answer would ‘yes, remarkably 
bad by modern standards.  From a Eu-
ropean viewpoint, somewhat behind 
the times even in the 1950s.  Only the 
USA’s need to outbid the Soviet Union 
in appealing to independent-minded 
women and to non-whites keen for 
equality gave us a better future.’

Good Riddance, Miss American 
Pie.15

Trade to Trump Democracy?
The 1950s USA did at least give 

a decent job to everyone willing to 
do an honest day’s work.  The cry 

of ‘freedom’ was on everyone’s lips, 
but you had to be careful what you 
said and did with those lips, at least 
in public.  It would have been much 
more honest to say ‘we have a particu-
lar set of freedoms and prohibitions 
that we defend as a good balance for 
Functional Freedom’.  Had this been 
said, that social balance would have 
had a much better chance of surviving.  
As things were, the ‘freedom-loving’ 
system was way open to ridicule by 
radicals and progressives.

But radicals of the right could also 
play that game.  Economic prosperity 
was defended in various ways that did 
inhibit individual freedom, though 
Functional Freedom was high in a 
world where you could be sure of a 
decent job even if you were average 
or a bit below average.  Right-wingers 
posing as conservatives successfully 
asserted the ‘Rights of Money’ and 
promoted a number of ‘Feed the 
Rich’ policies.  This ‘freedom’ hurt 
ordinary people but created fat and 
flourishing banks, with vast areas of 
parasitic finance that bright young 
people could be recruited into.  And the 
working mainstream were weakened 
without getting any clear idea of what 
had gone wrong.  It was all freedom, 
wasn’t it?

The twin monsters of the planned 
Trans-Atlantic Partnership and Trans-
Pacific Partnership are the intended 
next stage.  But there are also plenty 
of protests:

“The AFL-CIO has a variety of prob-
lems with the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship, problems with both the substance 
of the agreement and the process by 
which it is being negotiated. When I 
asked Trumka to lay out these basics 
for me, he listed his main concerns:

“’One, it fails to address currency 
manipulation. Currency manipulation 
... has or will cost us between 2.3 mil-
lion and 5.8 million jobs. China leads 
that group. Twenty countries have been 
determined to have manipulated their 
currency. And yet there’s nothing in 
the agreement to stop it. So all of the 
benefits they claim we could get from 
TPP, even if you assume every one of 
the benefits is right, could be wiped out 
the next day by a country manipulating 

its currency, to negate all this.
“’Two, it has the ISDS [investor-state 

dispute settlement] secret tribunals that 
are only available to foreign investors, 
and it thus encourages people to send 
jobs and money offshore. Because 
think about this: people invested here 
in the past because we had a safe, de-
fined system and a rule of law. If they 
can now get that in Vietnam because 
of ISDS, they will send their money to 
Vietnam and send their products back 
here. The reason why countries would 
develop a rule of law is because of 
the pressure of non-investment. This 
eliminates that pressure, so it would 
slow down the migration in these 
countries to a real rule of law.

“’Same with environmental stand-
ards. It fails to address climate change 
in any way, so that encourages people 
to go outside. Here’s why: if it doesn’t 
have the same targets or the same co-
operative agreements that are just as 
strong as the US-China bilateral deal, 
it encourages them to go elsewhere so 
they don’t have to comply with our 
carbon emissions standards in this 
country.’”16

Post-Truthfulism 
and the Fall of Saigon

April 30th 2015 passed with barely a 
mention that it was the 40th anniversary 
of the Fall of Saigon.  By that time, the 
USA had got most of its troops back 
home.  But the significance of the war 
depended on whether or not the USA 
had left behind a viable regime.  The 
USA fleeing from the roof of its own 
embassy and abandoning most of those 
who had trusted the USA gave a clear 
answer about who had won the war.  
It seemed a vindication of the radical 
protestors and a reason to distrust the 
establishment.

Later on, people found excuses for 
the war.  Perhaps it saved the rising 
Asian Tigers.  And a failed war run by 
the heirs of the USA’s New Deal could 
be transmuted by the New Right into 
distrust of the whole New Deal legacy.  
But that took time.  The immediate 
result was a big jolt to world history.  
And whereas Nixon had seemed able 
to organise a genuine conservatism, the 
price of Reagan’s success was that he 
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turn a blind eye to the society’s vices.  
As a former Hollywood actor he may 
not have actually cared: certainly the 
older morality collapsed during his 
presidency.

And where was all this discussed?  
Nowhere I saw.

The BBC once prided itself on re-
porting facts.  Thatcher successfully 
cured that, creating a news service 
that no longer enjoys world-wide 
trust, though it is still the best English-
language source there is.  You’d have 
been reminded of the event if you fol-
lowed Al Jazeera.17  On BBC Online 
there was one tiny item, mostly about 
photographers.  (Vietnam War by As-
sociated Press photographers.18)

It used to be said in the Soviet Union 
that you never knew what was going to 
happen yesterday.  That was direct and 
obvious tampering with truth and soon 
got ridiculous.  The Western method is 
much subtler.  You never know what 
didn’t happen yesterday: many things 
get written out of historic memory by 
selective silences. 

To Post-Modernists, this might seem 
just as good as reality.  Perhaps we 
should call it Post-Truthfulism.

BBC Loses Touch With 
Russian Realities

Another Post-Truthful method 
could be summarised as ‘denounce 
Tweedeldum and avoid mentioning 
Tweedledee’.  Give the impression that 
World War One started with the Ger-
man invasion of Belgium, rather than 
an Austro-Hungarian attack on Serbia 
based on their claim to Bosnia and the 
assassination of the Austro-Hungarian 
heir.  Or find lots of excuses to report 
some marginal Russian patriots with a 
bizarre fondness for Nazi symbolism, 
but say as little as possible about much 
more serious Fascists forming part of 
the government and armed forces in 
West Ukraine.

Another case has been hyping the 
smaller half of Russia’s insignificant 
pro-Western opposition:

“Russia’s main opposition groups 
say they will combine forces to fight 
for election in three regions this au-
tumn.

“They are hoping for a springboard 

for the 2016 national parliamentary 
vote.

“The ‘democratic coalition’ was 
formed last weekend to unite six parties 
and groups under the banner of RPR-
Parnas, the party of murdered opposi-
tion politician Boris Nemtsov.”19

I explained last month that these 
are fragments of the 6th tier of opposi-
tion, the Russian Communists being 
the 1st tier.  Calling them the ‘main 
opposition’ is a bad joke.  The main 
survivor of pro-Western opinion is 
Yabloko, which got nearly 4% of the 
vote in the Russian General Election 
of 2011.  Unlike Nemtsov and his 
associates, they were not involved in 
government under Yeltsin.  The slew 
of pro-Western parties associated with 
the disastrous Yeltsin years get far less 
votes than Yabloko.

I also suspect that Yabloko is not 
subordinate enough for current West-
ern tastes.  On Crimea, they do not 
support the Western notion that every 
square meter of Soviet Ukraine as it 
was in 1991 must be ruled from Kiev.  
Instead they spread fog and darkness 
on the issue:

“What happened to Crimea is an 
absolutely unlawful military and politi-
cal operation… the problem of Crimea 
will have to be solved: a true and free 
referendum will have to be conducted 
in the peninsula under international 
supervision. And only this will be 
able to return Russia internationally 
recognized borders and will start the 
return of the country to the interna-
tional community.”20

Putin in February 2014 faced the 
unwelcome reality of a violent take-
over by anti-Russian forces in Kiev, in 
defiance of a power-sharing agreement 
that he had helped negotiate.  The West 
was clearly not planning to do anything 
to inhibit this new regime.  So he 
moved quickly to secure Crimea, vital 
to Russia’s global role since it is their 
main sea base.  And where the regional 
government had long wanted to return 
to Russia, which they had been part of 
till Khrushchev detached them in the 
early 1950s.  Of course the process 
was rough and ready.  But Kiev and 
the West are not asking for a proper 
supervised referendum carried out 

under proper supervision, because this 
would be a gift to Putin.  There is little 
doubt that the pro-Russian side would 
win decisively.  Kiev’s demand is the 
normal right of sovereign governments 
to conquer secessionists with whatever 
force they deem suitable, the sort of 
thing that happened in Tamil areas of 
Sri Lanka, and many other places.  But 
a norm which was ignored for Kosovo, 
which Putin cited as a precedent.

Yabloko dare to try to balance Rus-
sian views and interests against those 
of the West.  Just as in the 1990s, they 
agreed in principle with subordination 
to Western values, but objected to the 
observable reality of how it was being 
done.  Possibly they could have made a 
better job of it had they been in charge: 
it would have been hard to do a worse 
job.  But I suspect they’d have achieved 
little: they remind me of those Western 
left-wingers whose attitude is ‘don’t 
bring me workable solutions, my life’s 
work is complaining’.

Snippets

Would you fly with 
‘Democracy Airlines’?

Suppose that next time you travel by 
air, the travel agent offered you the op-
tion of an airline where you could vote 
on who should be pilot.  Prices etc. are 
much the same as other airlines.  But 
once committed, you have to accept 
whatever pilot the majority choose.  
And you don’t know for certain how 
competent any of them are.  Would 
you choose them?

(I think there were similar arguments 
used for ships in Classical Greek times, 
regarding Greek democracy.  Probably 
by Plato.21  Some ships have been run 
democratically: unfortunately most of 
them were pirates.  Of course ships 
involve a lot of wealth and crews 
are mostly not tied to the welfare 
of the ship, so it is almost the worse 
possible area for democracy to try to 
operate.)

Britain and many other countries 
acquired Representative Democracy 
by stages.  First elections with a small 
electorate and a powerful monarchy.  
Then a gradual democratisation, 
stabilised by existing political parties 
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with broad governing competence.  
France was the grand exception, 
and in France there was no stability.  
Twice the French opted for a dictator 
or an Emperor after experiencing 
incoherent Representative Democracy: 
first Napoleon Bonaparte and then 
Napoleon the 3rd.  The mediocre 
General Boulanger22 was nearly 
another during the 3rd Republic, but 
lost his nerve.  In modern times, 
De Gaulle was almost a dictator, 
but chose to preserve a stabilised 
Representative Democracy and to 
quit when he lost a referendum.  A 
functional Representative Democracy 
takes time to get going.

With the imaginary ‘Democracy 
Airlines’, things would be even worse 
if you suspected that a lot of the pas-
sengers would prefer a different desti-
nation, somewhere you definitely did 
not wish to go.  This applies in the Arab 
World, with major submerged Islamist 
movements, but the West-worshiping 
protestors of the Arab Spring totally 
failed to think about it.

Which is why some countries, and 
most notably China, are happy to stick 
to a system of workable autocracy.  And 
why South Africa has so far kept giving 
huge majorities to the ANC, the only 
party that actually bridges the tribal 
and racial divides.

***
Invisible Murderers 
in West Ukraine

Ron Paul, US Libertarian and former 
Republican congressman, went against 
the Western consensus by drawing 
attention to murders in Ukraine in 
Kiev-controlled territories.

“Last week two prominent Ukrainian 
opposition figures were gunned down 
in broad daylight. They join as many 
as ten others who have been killed or 
committed suicide under suspicious 
circumstances just this year. These 
individuals have one important thing 
in common: they were either part 
of or friendly with the Yanukovych 
government, which a US-backed coup 
overthrew last year. They include 
members of the Ukrainian parliament 
and former chief editors of major op-
position newspapers.

“While some journalists here in the 
US have started to notice the strange 
series of opposition killings in Ukraine, 
the US government has yet to say a 
word.”23

The ‘Silence of the Yanks’ has been 
notable at all stages of the crisis, 
starting with the violent take-over of 
February 2014.  Everything seems odd 
if you accept the official justifications.  
But makes sense as a sacrifice of the 
future of Ukraine for the much more 
important goal of keeping the Euro-
pean Union scared and looking to the 
USA for protection.

It’s depressing that among politi-
cians with real power, only a few right-
wing libertarians are honest enough to 
question what is being done.

***
Kiev Legislates for 
Hatred of Russia

“The Ukrainian parliament has voted 
to ban propaganda and symbols for 
‘totalitarian Communist and Nazi re-
gimes’ in the former Soviet republic.

“The list of prohibited items in-
cludes street names, flags and monu-
ments commemorating Communist 
leaders.”24

This presumably does not include the 
symbols etc. of Ukrainian fascists who 
intermittently worked with the Nazi 
invasion.  Because those people have 
been very much part of the government 
and armed forces since the February 
2014 take-over.

These Ukrainian Nationalists want 
to be bitterly anti-Russian, but also 
to hang on to every last inch of what 
the Bolsheviks defined as Soviet 
Ukraine.  Soviet Ukraine was a merger 
of what the Tsars had called Little 
Russia and New Russia, plus some 
mostly-Ukrainian areas to the West 
that Stalin conquered.  The creation 
of such an oversized Ukraine was in 
part to keep control of it: ‘New Russia’ 
had an ethnic-Russian majority and 
a lot of industrialisation and fitted 
naturally with the new Soviet state.  
And seemed to fit with an independent 
Ukraine balancing between East and 
West, but that was what the Orange 
Revolution attacked twice and has 
now destroyed.

The Ukrainian Nationalists want 
it all, but would also like to clear 
unwanted people off of it.  The West 
is doing its best to make it happen, 
just as it cleared the Serbs from the 
Communist-defined Republic of 
Croatia.  Ignoring that independent 
Croatia flew the flag of the wartime 
Croatia that was a very willing ally 
of Nazi Germany.  Or that Franjo 
Tudjman, its first President, had been 
called a Holocaust Denialist on account 
of what he said about Croatia’s active 
participation in wartime genocide.25

Croatian genocide including the kill-
ing of Jews, and also gypsies, though 
Serbs were the main victims.  In 
Ukraine, some Ukrainian Nationalists 
would work with Jews on the grounds 
that other enemies were the first prior-
ity.  And have been keen to reassure 
Jews for now, since Russians are the 
main target.  But the prejudice is there 
and will probably surface later on.

***
Britain as an ethnic mosaic
“The Welsh appear more similar to 

the earliest postglacial settlers of Brit-
ain. Migration across the Channel was 
at significant levels between the last Ice 
Age and the Roman occupation.

“Yet there is no single Celtic genetic 
group in the UK. The Celtic areas — 
Wales, Cornwall, Northern Ireland 
and Scotland — are among the most 
different from each other genetically. 
The Cornish are much more similar to 
the English than they are to the Welsh 
and the Scots. Meanwhile a different 
genetic group occupies Devon, and the 
dividing line is almost exactly along 
the modern county line.”26

Nothing so far about Southern Ire-
land.  I’d expect it to contain another 
quite distinct mosaic, including some 
of the oldest surviving populations in 
Europe.

***
How to Please Hong Kong
“China is to stop issuing multiple 

entry Hong Kong visas to residents of 
Shenzhen, state media reports.

“The move is an attempt by Beijing to 
ease growing anger in Hong Kong over 
shopping trips by mainlanders who 
take advantage of lower taxes…
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“Many of the visitors buy up household goods in bulk to 
resell across the border - as Hong Kong does not charge 
sales tax - despite this being illegal.

“There have been angry protests in recent months over 
this so-called parallel trading, occasionally resulting in 
scuffles in shopping malls close to the border…

“Hong Kongers say this trade pushes up costs and causes 
huge delays at border crossings, while also complaining 
about poor behaviour from mainlanders.

“The authorities on both sides of the border routinely 
arrest people caught smuggling and crack down on com-
mercial operators, but locals have long demanded more 
decisive action.”27

Meantime plans for the next election are proceeding 
smoothly.  Everyone will vote, but only candidates approved 
by Beijing will be able to stand.  I assume they will allow 
a few oppositions, but too few to make a difference.

***
What Use is the European Union?

UKIP have raised this issue, and not been properly an-
swered.

My answer is that it avoids war and allows cooperation 
between a great diversity of different peoples.

Since the end of the Soviet hegemony, there have been 
several wars among European countries outside of the 
European Union.  Inside of it, we have had only a few 
armed separatist movements.  The IRA and Basques and 
even these seem to be being resolved.

***
Websites
Previous Newsnotes can be found at the Labour Affairs 

website, http://labouraffairsmagazine.com/past-issues/.  
And at my own website, https://longrevolution.wordpress.
com/newsnotes-historic/. 
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UNEMPLOYMENT
The chimney pots of stony smoky Cork 
indicate

Tenants caught in the Jaws of this Time of the 
Century: 

Burning soft Polish coal in bright fireplaces
"Visitors welcome - rest your weary bones!"

While clever son Joe in Jeans and Just-right 
Sneakers 

Unemployed,
Ending varnishing the staircase rail, sharply
Clatters the squeaky front door- satisfied, 
pint-bound.

Four years later a second coat and clatter, 
What matter?
"Rumour has it they'll restart the mill this 
year 

I must get a job I'll soon be past my prime 
(And never earned a crust) 
Surely they wouldn't let that happen?"

"Love me" said the President 
Love us all" said the Pope

At the beginning of the tunnel of love the 
odour of decay

At the end the dustbin of history.

Jamie Dixon
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Listening to Italy
by Orecchiette 

THE ITALIANS, by John Hooper - A review

During Italy’s 2008–12 legislature 
well over 100 of the 630 deputies 
ended up in a parliamentary group 
different to the one which they had 
belonged at the outset.  Contrast this 
with the period 2005-10 in the UK 
where only one single parliamen-
tarian crossed the floor. Ten more 
resigned their party whip, but, as 
John Hooper explains in his re-
cently published The Italians,  “this 
was mostly to pre-empt expulsion 
...after becoming involved in some 
kind of scandal”. Hooper’s book 
uses such examples to illustrate 
and contrast national character 
differences that could, he suggests, 
explain the volatile political climate 
in Italy.

Hooper’s often amusing obser-
vations were mentioned in last 
month’s article. Are Italians Differ-
ent?. Particularly, the almost uni-
versal admiration for the chancer, 
political or otherwise. A brazenly 
outrageous political figure such 
as Berlusconi (the English press 
sees this in Nicola Sturgeon) who 
works with a personal courage 
and conviction that, to generalise, 
has been seen by the English press 
as shockingly dangerous brass-
necked cheek. This is the operator 
with furbo (plural: furbi). Hooper 
recounts a conversation with a 
woman in her late thirties at a party. 
She was surprised that he criticised 
Berlusconi calling him a crook. “ 
‘But I don’t want my politicians to 
be honest,’ she replied. ‘If they were 
honest, it would mean they were 
stupid. I want my country to be run 
by people who are furbi.’ “

This is relevant as the UK 
moves into a period of political 
uncertainty peppered with novel 
political alliances and options. 

At the same time the UK has two 
major parties which have offered 
the voting public an almost content-
free and dull prospectus. And how 
interminably long the UK election 
campaign has been. In contrast, the 
sparks and exuberance of Italian 
politics are almost welcome. 

John Hooper’s entertaining book 
was written with his experience of 
25 years journalistic work in South-
ern Europe. He is currently The 
Economist’s Italian correspondent 
and South Europe correspondent 
for the Guardian. He has also writ-
ten two similar books about Spain, 
where he first reported immediately 
after the end of the Franco period. 
Hooper’s website says that the US 
edition of The Italians was nomi-
nated for the prestigious American 
2014 Kirkus Literary Award, worth 
$50,00. It wasn’t shortlisted and 
didn’t win, but is a wide-ranging 
and easily read piece of social 
commentary with many historical 
and contemporary references and 
fascinating anecdotes. 

Try this: Hooper talks about the 
importance of il look. Italians look 
at the surface, the way someone 
dresses, and then believe that they 
can search beneath this to discern 
the series of choices that will show 
the person’s true character. Hooper 
saw a comparative piece of journal-
ism that took a full page to examine 
and contrast the outfits worn by 
Silvio Berlusconi and Romano 
Prodi. The exploration continued 
through the obvious suits, shirts, 
cuffs, ties “...and progressed by 
stages to their choice of underpants. 
Prodi apparently wore roomy boxer 
shorts, while Berlusconi favoured 
clingy briefs. The source of this 
information about the underwear 

was not disclosed”. 
Hooper is interesting for his cov-

erage of the Church, family, love, 
fixed customs, football, food and 
very much more from the daily 
life. And for comment on the many 
contradictions such as widespread 
corruption, nepotism and patronage 
but an otherwise low crime rate. 
Or, for his ambitious attempt to 
explain the incomprehensible legal 
system. He starts that aptly with a 
quote from the Sicilian dramatist 
and writer of tragic farces, Luigi 
Pirandello.  

Hooper necessarily generalises 
while writing about the contradic-
tions and differences that he sees 
in the Italian national character. We 
would feel that it was simplistic 
to disregard UK regional differ-
ences by lumping everyone under 
a single explanatory heading. To, 
for example, see an inhabitant of 
Belfast behaving in a similar way 
to say, someone from Southend. 
Italians obviously also exhibit 
considerable regional differences, 
and even speak separate languages 
in some areas, but a central general 
truth remains. And that truth – that 
verità?  Every Italian has their very 
own version of that – while the 
northern European culture views 
truth as immutable. Hooper ex-
plains it this way: perhaps the prime 
minister gets up in the house to say 
that Italian schools receive the best 
funding in the whole of Europe. A 
northern European journalist would 
check facts, discover that the prime 
minister was wrong, exaggerating 
perhaps, and would excoriate them 
in the press. Generally in Italy this 
wouldn’t happen. “It is not the 
norm. It would be considered a bit 
disrespectful. The prime minister, 
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like everybody else, should be allowed his verità.” 
To digress slightly, John Hooper’s own sense of 

verità, is evident in the chapter: Of Mafias and Ma-
fiosi. His account of the historical development of the 
mafia is woolly, and crucially misses any mention of 
their connection with the Allied invasion of Italy in 
1943. There are different versions of the importance 
of the mafia involvement but what is not in dispute is 
that the contacts and information from various Ma-
fia figures, including Lucky Luciano, informed the 
invasion. Indeed in Denis Mack Smith’s immensely 
detailed and excellent: Modern Italy, A Political His-
tory, he writes succinctly, “What was almost worse, 
The Anglo-American military administration in 1943, 
having more urgent problems to deal with, permitted 
mafiosi to reacquire their former authority over many 
areas of Sicilian society” . A very important point 
missed or possibly avoided by Hooper.

Returning finally to what the UK refers to as crossing 
the floor, Hooper mentions one man as being instru-
mental in developing this tactic of trasformismo. He 
expresses surprise that Agostino Depretis is “less well 
remembered”, in fact he is almost totally ignored by 
having very few piazzas or streets named after him. 
Even though, as Hooper explains, his development 
of trasformismo has made a significant and lasting 

contribution to Italy’s politics. He explains clearly 
that trasformismo “means the building of parliamen-
tary majorities by means of encouraging defection:”  
Depretis was politically active during the 1870s and 80s 
and at that time, and even well before under Cavour, 
it can be said that the influential centrist parties had 
no clear agendas. Depretis continued to capitalise on 
this and is described by a quotation in Mack Smith’s 
book as someone “who never embarrassed himself with 
principles or convictions” . Or in Hooper by a quota-
tion saying that, he was “born a political malefactor in 
the way others are born poets or thieves” . Depretis’s 
imperative was simple - to gain or stay in power. 

How familiar. How, as Hooper explains the ability 
of Italians to tolerate ambiguity, this goes some way 
towards accounting for what makes Italian and UK 
politics so different. Yet the UK political scene of 
today is now unrecognisable compared with that of 
50 or even 5 years ago. I was struck by a quote in 
Hooper from Shakespeare’s Richard II that is food 
for thought:-

 Report of fashions in proud Italy,
 Whose manners still our tardy-apish nation
 Limps after in base imitation.
THE ITALIANS, John Hooper, published by Allen 

Lane, 2015

If physical death is the price that I must pay to free 
my white brothers and sisters from a permanent death 
of the spirit, then nothing can be more redemptive.

Martin Luther King, Jr.

If men were angels, no government would be 
necessary.                  James Madison

If a man has not discovered something that he will die 
for, he isn't fit to live.             Martin Luther King, Jr.

I would rather lose in a cause that will some day win, 
than win in a cause that will some day lose.  
    Woodrow Wilson

I refuse to accept the view that mankind is so tragically 
bound to the starless midnight of racism and war that 
the bright daybreak of peace and brotherhood can 
never become a reality... I believe that unarmed truth 
and unconditional love will have the final word.

Martin Luther King, Jr.

I love you, and because I love you, I would sooner 
have you hate me for telling you the truth than adore 
me for telling you lies.    Pietro Aretino

 

FASCISTS AND ANTI-FASCISTS 

They walk in groups 
Like sheep,
They talk in groups 
Like monkeys, 
They eat in groups 
Like seagulls, 
They kill in groups 
Like wolves. They dream alone.

We still clutch that tenuous warm 
connecting thread 

By which we dream in groups,
Like men.

Jamie Dixon
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Osborne’s Last Pension Change
By Martin Dolphin

In previous issues of Labour Affairs 
we have been critical of changes made 
by George Osborne to the UK’s pension 
system.  A good pension system should 
aim to provide retirees with a net (after 
tax) income replacement rate of some 
60-70% of pre-retirement net income 
for those on average incomes.  We 
argued that such income replacement 
rates are not met with the voluntary 
and low contribution rates required 
under Osborne’s legislation.  

Furthermore, pension pots should 
be used to buy a guaranteed income 
in retirement.  Osborne removed this 
requirement because of widespread 
dissatisfaction with the poor annuity 
markets.  A much better way to have 
addressed the problem would have 
been through the promotion of Col-
lective Defined Contribution (CDC) 
funds.  The coalition government did 
introduce enabling legislation so that 
CDCs are now legal in the UK.  The 
Liberal Democrat pension spokesman, 
Steve Webb, attempted to raise the pro-
file of CDCs with much support from 
the trade union movement but Osborne 
had little to say about them.

In one of his final moves on pensions 
Osborne reduced the size of a pension 
pot that could be built up from untaxed 
income down from £1.25 million to £1.0 
million.  Should one support such a move?  
On balance I would say yes.  One of the 
results of this change will be that higher 
earners will have smaller pensions in the 
future.  Yet the change has a progressive 
aspect that should be supported.

Pension pots are built up from income 
that is not taxed.  Any income over 
~£43,000 is taxed at 40%.  If someone is 
earning an income of £75,000 then £32,000 
of that income would be taxed at 40%.  But 
the earner can instead put £32,000 into 
their pension pot and only pay tax on the 
remaining £40,000.  If someone did this 
for 40 years they would have a pot of at 
least £1.4 million plus whatever the pot 
has grown by which would be well above 
the £1.0 million allowed by Osborne�s 
new rule.

Osborne’s change thus reduces the 
benefit which high earners can get out 
of the pension rules and this is to be 
welcomed.  Effectively high earners will 

now be paying more tax.  That seems progressive.  This approach, which means that 
the income replacement rates of those on higher incomes decline as income rises, is 
typical throughout the world.  

However there is a side of this change that has not yet perhaps been understood by 
people and is worth pointing out.

Workers on defined benefit schemes do not have pension pots.  However an implied 
pension pot is calculated by HMRC by multiplying the value of their annual pension 
by 20.  Thus someone on an annual defined benefit pension of £50,000 would have 
an implied pension pot of £1.0 million.  Any pension over the £50,000 limit would be 
taxed at 55% rather than 40%.

It seems likely that many high earners in the public sector on defined benefit pension 
schemes will be affected by this change.  However it’s a progressive change in that it 
limits the benefits to be gained from the tax system as income increases.

European systems typically employ such restrictions.  They aim for replacement rates 
of 60-70% but only for those earning the average wage.  As your income increases 
your replacement rate will decline.  Those on lower than average incomes will achieve 
higher replacement rates.

For the curious here are the net pension replacement rates published by the OECD 
for public and mandatory pension schemes in Europe sorted by replacement rate for 
average earnings.

Net pension replacement rates from public and mandatory private schemes 
against fraction of average earnings

0.5 *av. earnings 1 * av. earnings 1.5 * av. earnings
Netherlands 104.81 101.13 97.20
Austria 91.18 90.20 86.19
Slovak Republic 88.08 85.42 84.67
Spain 79.46 80.10 79.81
Italy 78.04 78.16 77.86
Denmark 117.45 77.43 67.37
Iceland 93.32 75.72 73.35
Switzerland 78.41 74.71 49.08
France 75.89 71.40 60.91
Greece 92.51 70.50 65.02
Luxembourg 87.14 69.43 66.82
Portugal 77.75 67.81 68.41
Finland 71.33 62.81 63.18
Estonia 79.70 62.36 55.50
Norway 78.28 59.72 47.78
Poland 60.59 59.53 59.14
Slovenia 80.77 58.99 56.98
Sweden 68.84 55.29 52.93
Germany 55.86 55.27 54.43
Czech Republic 79.67 50.72 40.09
Belgium 72.88 50.12 39.89
United Kingdom 61.71 37.96 27.20
Ireland 71.39 37.28 27.90
EU27 80.02 69.06 64.34
OECD34 79.44 64.11 58.34
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